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“Healthy Employees in Healthy Organisations” is the 

vision of the European Network for Workplace Health 

Promotion (ENWHP) which has been supported by the 

European Commission from its beginning in 1996 as 

part of the European Programme for Action on Health 

Promotion, Information, Education and Training.

The ENWHP is an informal network of national occu-

pational safety and health organisations and players 

in the fi eld of public health in the EU member and 

accession countries, the countries of the European 

Economic Area and Switzerland. All 31 members 

were nominated by their national ministries or re-

sponsible ministerial authorities; they represent the 

Network at national level as National Contact Offi ces. 

ENWHP gathers and disseminates examples of suc-

cessful workplace health practice and methods from 

all countries and economic sectors in an effort to 

increase the European knowledge on methods and 

examples worth copying and to respond to the new 

health challenges imposed on Europe by a changing 

world of work.

ENWHP was formally established in 1996. With the 

support of the European Commission, DG Health 

and Consumer Protection, ENWHP has carried out 

a number of important Europe-wide initiatives over 

the past decade which have established workplace 

health promotion (WHP) as a fi eld of action for public 

health at European and national level. For the fi rst 

time it has managed to develop a common European 

understanding of WHP which was defi ned in the 

“Luxembourg Declaration” (1997). This understand-

ing is based on the European social model. It has 

an interdisciplinary nature and actively includes em-

ployees. As a result this understanding differs from 

similar developments in other regions. In contrast 

to the USA, for example, where health management 

is primarily geared to risk factors and individual 

“lifestyle”, European intervention “ENWHP-style” 

is characterised by a high level of consensus and 

participation and has a more comprehensive func-

tion: it focuses on both individual health behaviour 

as well as on the healthy organisation of the working 

conditions.

On this basis the Network developed good practice 

criteria over the following years and documented 

exemplary models from various types a variety of 

organisations, i.e. successful individual projects for 

large companies, small and medium-sized enter-

prises and organisations in the public administration 

sector. In 2002, ENWHP began to develop national 

networks and forums for WHP in the Member 

States, together with a truly European inventory of 

useful methods and tools as well as a collection 

of arguments which justify investments in WHP. 

With the active participation of companies and other 

organisations the ENWHP uses these national infra-

structures to facilitate the exchange of information 

and dissemination of exemplary workplace health 

practice on “ground level”, helping to create a lasting 

basis for the integration of WHP across all sectors, 

industries and sizes of company. 

Another development responded to by the ENWHP 

at an early stage was the enlargement process. 

Membership in the Network has grown steadily over 

the past 10 years and the Network began to pay 

attention to the workplace health situation in the 

Eastern European countries even before they joined 

the European Union. Two Network projects are be-

Introduction

The European Network for Workplace Health Promotion
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ing carried out in a joint initiative headed by the 

BKK Federal Association in Germany and the Nofer 

Institute in Poland. Both aim to identify the specifi c 

requirements and challenges relating to WHP in the 

New Member States and Candidate Countries and 

to help build up the same national infrastructures 

already in place in “old” Europe. A third project run-

ning currently and headed by the Finnish Institute 

of Occupational Health titled “Workplace Health 

Promotion in an Enlarging Europe” complements 

these activities and will be concluded in 2007.

Healthy Work in an Ageing Europe – 

The 5th ENWHP initiative

Due to the demographic change the proportion 

of elderly employees in European companies will 

increase signifi cantly in coming years. During the 

next few decades the member states of the EU will 

be moving into an era in which their workforces will 

be the oldest in history. The large generation of baby 

boomers reaching retirement age is not the only 

challenge. Only a small proportion of the popula-

tion will be of working age in future. According to 

reliable forecasts these two factors will affect the 

structure of the EU workforce by 2030. As a result, 

the competitiveness of the European Union during 

the next few decades will depend on the contribu-

tion of older workers, especially in comparison with 

North America and Asia.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the pension 

system reforms and other actions in the EU member 

states are planned to encourage a longer working 

life. In a number of countries however, working life 

has not been extended as wished. New and more 

effective means are needed which take into account 

that the health condition of individuals is of major 

importance for their participation in the labour force. 

And moreover, the effect work has on a person’s 

health has proved to be one of the determining 

factors which infl uence a worker’s decision as to 

whether or not to continue working until retirement 

age. The production system is also seen to prefer 

working with a younger age structure than the cur-

rent age pyramid. But if elements of work, which are 

targeted mainly at young people remain the same or 

How the ENWHP is structured
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increase while the proportion of young people falls, 

simple arithmetic suggests this distribution between 

younger and older workers cannot be sustained. The 

general aim, therefore, is to extend workability and 

health up to a higher age. The most important force 

for change is the workplace. Workplaces will ulti-

mately affect how the age challenge is received and 

how successfully practices will be changed. Together 

the employer and the worker should form a team 

that can change age practices and methods of opera-

tion. Both will have to take responsibility for health 

issues. It is possible to extend working life through 

improved individual health and lifestyles as well as 

through a healthier work organisation and environ-

ment. Workplace health promotion therefore should 

not be regarded merely as an additional measure or 

appendix; it has to take a central position in company 

policies and strategies.

The 5th ENWHP initiative has dealt with these facts 

and the results were presented at the 5th European 

Conference in Linz (Austria). An important message 

was conveyed to the European community of stake-

holders interested in workplace health promotion. 

This message invites them to support a change of 

company attitudes to the ageing of their workforce. 

In many companies, the ingrained prejudice that an 

ageing workforce brings disadvantages still exists. 

Although physical abilities diminish with age, older 

workers possess a wide range of skills and abilities 

that are all key to today’s economy. Many skills and 

abilities, and especially communication, organisa-

tional and social skills, only mature in the latter half of 

life. Others, particularly mental ability, rarely diminish 

with age. The message also addresses the case for 

investing in workplace health promotion. It is encour-

aging and stimulating as well to see that companies, 

public administrations, hospitals and schools are 

investing in good workplace health practices. They 

are keen to get involved for three major reasons: 

they believe in the values of working and living in 

a healthy way, they accept the need to respond to 

the challenges resulting from demographic change 

in all European countries and they are convinced 

that these engagements are investments which 

contribute to their core targets, whether they refer 

to economic performance, effi cient health care, a 

high level of education or a high standard of services 

to the public. 

How to use this paper

This paper is one of 2 reports which conclude the 

5th ENWHP initiative. The initiative started in 2004 

and was concluded with the Linz conference in June 

2006. The 2 reports should be seen as complement-

ing each other. The report under the title “Healthy 

work in an ageing Europe – A European collection 

of measures for promoting the health of ageing 

employees at the workplace” provides a collection of 

20 national chapters on WHP for ageing workforces 

giving an overview from the national point of view 

on this topic regarding the legal basis, policies and 

proposals from the different players involved, such as 

companies, private services or scientifi c institutions.

This paper consists of two parts. The fi rst depicts the 

demographic context and the status of ageing work-

ers, and the second portrays the measures that can 

be taken to help improve the status of this group of 

workers. It focuses on activities and tools available at 

company level for prolonging working life. They can 

be used to identify the strengths and weaknesses of 

the company with the present and future personnel 

structures and to introduce measures to maintain the 

working ability of the employees. The strategies and 

tools presented are based on scientifi c and practical 

knowledge which have been acquired from discus-

sions on ageing issues over the last 20 years. 
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1.  Ageing workforces in Europe: A challenge for 

workplace health promotion

The discussion about the demographic change in 

Europe’s population can be reduced to one simple 

formula: The number of young people is increas-

ingly declining, the number of older people rising. 

According to statements by the European Com-

mission, three basic trends are responsible for this 

development (European Commission 2005): 1) The 

continued rise in life expectancy owing to a signifi -

cant improvement in the health and quality of life of 

Europeans. 2) The increase in the age group over 65 

up to 2030 when the children of the “baby boom 

generation” reach retirement age. 3) A constantly 

low birth rate owing to numerous factors.

Table 1: EU population statistics (summary table)

Life expectancy rate 2003

EU 15 

- at birth, man / woman

- at 60 years of age, man / woman

76 / 82

20 / 24

EU 25 

- at birth, man / woman

- at 60 years of age, man / woman

75 / 81

29 / 24

Proportion of > 65-year-olds 1992 2003

EU 15 14,9 16,8

EU 25 14,3 16,1

Fertility rate 1960 2000

EU 15 2,5 1,5

Source: European Communities 2004

Against this backdrop the population in the EU is 

expected to decline in the fi rst half of this century 

(cf. table 1). 

Part I: Demographic context
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Table 2: Ageing of the European population up to 2030

According to this, society will undergo far-reaching 

structural changes: Family structures will change, 

there will be more „older workers“ (55 to 64), more 

„senior citizens“ (65 to 79), more „very old people“ 

(80 and older), fewer children, youths and adults 

of working age. Expressed in absolute fi gures, the 

population of the EU will fall by about 7 million and 

the working population by roughly 52 million.

1.1 Companies are facing a challenge of historic proportions

The demographic change in the population is lead-

ing to far-reaching consequences and challenges for 

the world of work. Europe has been undergoing a 

dramatic decline in the employment of older workers 

since the end of the 70s. So far fi nancial incentives 

have played a “supportive” role. In view of high un-

employment (also among the young) it was and still 

is common in companies to adapt their workforce 

structure by taking recourse to fi nancially attractive 

early retirement models. Whereas only 27.8% of the 

older workers aged from 55 to 64 mention normal 

retirement as the reason for stopping work in the 

period from 1995 to 2002, roughly 30% – i.e. approx. 

4 million people per year – give early retirement as 

the main reason (Eurostat 2003). 

One consequence of the developments described 

is that the employment rate of older workers in the 

EU is at present only about 42% – compared, for 

example, with 59% and 62% in the USA and Japan 

respectively. The fi gures in the member states vary 

quite considerably. Whereas Sweden, Denmark, the 

UK and Estonia lie well above the 50% threshold, not 

even one third of older people are in employment in 

Austria, Italy, Malta, Luxembourg, Hungary, Belgium, 

Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia (cf. table 3).

Source: European Commission, 2005
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Table 3: Employment rates of 55 – 64 year old workers in 2005

Employment rate (%)
Difference between the 
rates and EU target by 
2010 (%)

Change 1998/2005 (%)

Sweden 69,4   > 6,4

Denmark 59,5 > 7,5

UK 56,9 > 8,4

Estonia 56,1 > 5,9

Portugal 52,7 > 16,5

Cyprus 51,6 > 9,9

Finland 50,6 > 1,2

Ireland 50,5 > 0,5

Netherlands 49,5 0,5 13,2

Lithuania 49,2 0,8 10,7

Latvia 46,1 3,9 12,2

Czech Republic 45,4 4,6 7,7

Greece 44,5 5,5 7,4

Spain 43,1 6,9 8,0

Germany 41,6 8,4 2,6

France 37,9 12,1 9,6

Austria 33,0 17,0 15,7

Italy 31,8 18,2 3,4

Malta 31,8 18,2 8,9

Luxembourg 31,7 18,3 6,6

Hungary 31,4 18,6 3,7

Belgium 30,8 19,2 0,5

Poland 30,7 19,3 6,8

Slovakia 30,3 19,7 7,5

Slovenia 27,2 22,8 -4,9

EU 15 44,1 5,9 7,5

EU 25 42,5 7,5 6,7

Source: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=1073,46870091&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL&p_
product_code=em014
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The low employment rate of older workers in Europe 

represents a waste of individual life chances and 

social resources. As a result of the sustained rise in 

life expectancy, people today have a greater chance 

of developing their potential during a longer life. For 

the economy as a whole the increase in the employ-

ment rate of older workers is of crucial importance 

if economic growth is to be promoted owing to the 

expected decline in the working population and if the 

tax revenue and the social security systems – includ-

ing the guarantee of reasonable pensions – are to 

be safeguarded. Long-tem economic growth will be 

considerably impaired if we do not succeed in raising 

the employment rate of older workers and, as a 

result, in increasing productivity.

In order to overcome these challenges, the EU set 

itself two important objectives: In 2001 the Euro-

pean Council of Stockholm resolved that half of the 

EU population in the age group from 55 to 64 should 

be in work by 2010. In 2005 the average of the 25 EU 

countries was 42.5% and so a shortfall of 7.5% has 

occurred between reality and the set target, with in 

some cases substantial differences between the in-

dividual countries (cf. table 3). The European Council 

of Barcelona also agreed in 2002 that the average 

age at the end of a working life in the EU should rise 

by fi ve years from the current fi gure of about 60 by 

2010. Here, too, there are similar differences in a 

comparison between the starting situation and the 

attainment of the objective. 

In order to make the objectives become reality, ideas 

and action are needed on how to keep employees 

healthy in order to keep them longer in the work 

process and to better exploit their potential than 

before. In other words: This is exactly the fi eld where 

workplace health promotion strategies and activities 

can support the effects of the demographic change 

in companies. 
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1.2 Promoting the work ability and employability of 

older workers

Results of various studies show that a higher labour 

market participation and higher employment rates of 

older workers can be achieved if adequate conditions 

are created and suitable strategies implemented: 

The rise in the employment rate of older workers and 

the increase in the average retirement age are not 

only attributable to a general growth in employment. 

An appreciable rise in the employment rates of older 

workers was even attained in member states which, 

on the whole, record low growth rates in employ-

ment. A longer working life can only be promoted if 

special conditions of occupational safety and health, 

work organisation and learning in the company are 

created.

Health and ageing

Firstly, there are well-founded indications that the 

participation of older workers on the labour market 

is determined in the long term by health limitations 

and disorders. According to the Work and Health 

Interview Study, which was carried out in 2003 by 

the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health and 

whose participants were representative of the Finn-

ish working population, in the age group of 55 - 64 

years 50% of the working men and 60% of the 

working women had long-term illnesses. The mus-

culoskeletal syndrome becomes more common with 

age. Psychological symptoms and mental disorders 

were experienced by about one-quarter. Of all of the 

working people with long-term illnesses, about 40% 

reported that their illnesses interfered with their 

work (Ilmarinen 2006).

According to the data of Eurostat, 17% of the 55 to 

64-year-olds in the EU of 15 states mention “illness 

or disability” as the main reason for stopping their 

last activity. This is the third most frequent reason 

mentioned after “normal retirement” and “early 

retirement”. If those who retire owing to reduced 

employability are broken down according to occupa-

tions, major differences in occupation and activity 

become apparent: The rates are particularly high in 

physically very demanding activities whereas they 

are comparatively low in jobs which tend to have 

cognitive requirements and large decision latitudes 

(Morschhäuser 2005).

The same conclusion can be drawn from an analysis 

in which Adriaan Kalwij and Frederic Vermeulen 

(2005) examined the participation of older people 

in the labour market in more detail. The data used 

were drawn from the new Survey of Health, Age-

ing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). This survey 

contains detailed data on the life circumstances of 

a representative sample of individuals aged 50 and 

over in 11 European countries. A general result of 

this study is that the health condition of individuals 

is of major importance when studying its effect on 

labour force participation. 8 different health indica-

tors, which range from objective measures like an 

individual’s maximum grip strength to the more 

subjective health measure indicating whether or 

not one has a good self-perceived state of health, 

have a signifi cantly different impact on an individual’s 

participation. They also illustrated the economic 

importance of good health by estimating participa-

tion rates corresponding to a population that was 

in perfect health. Participation would be up to 10 

percentage points higher in several countries like 

Austria, Germany, Netherlands, Spain and Sweden. 

Moreover, they fi nd that the declining state of health 

with age accounts substantially for the decline in 

participation rates with age. 
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The relation of age, health and continuing to work 

was also analysed carefully in the data taken from 

the results of a European study of work environ-

ment conditions in 1995 and 2000 conducted by the 

European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 

and Working Conditions in Dublin (Molinie 2003). The 

respondents that were under 60 years of age were 

asked to answer the question “Do you believe that 

you could do the same work you do today when you 

are 60 years of age?“ Of the factors studied, the 

effect of work on a person’s health proved to be the 

most signifi cant obstacle to that person continuing 

to work in the same job at the age of 60. There were 

no signifi cant differences between the ability of un-

der- and over-45-year-old workers to continue to work 

in relation to the studied risk factors. The perceived 

effects of work on health are apparently an important 

indication of the direction in which European work-

ing life should be developed insofar as the idea of 

working at the age of 60 is a goal worth promoting.

Quality of ageing workers’ life

The health risks and sickness-related limitations of 

the professional performance of older workers are 

also caused by stress and strain processes in the 

work and activity biographies. The state of health 

and effi ciency of older workers is frequently the 

result of these prolonged processes. This is shown, 

for example, by longitudinal studies in various job 

groups over a period of 10 years. 

Here, Ilmarinen (2006) and Ilmarinen/Tempel (2003) 

discovered three groups of risk factors:

■ High physical work demands, e.g. static muscle 

work, lifting and carrying heavy loads, repetitive 

work, bent or twisted body posture. 

■ Stressful and hazardous working environment, 

e.g. dirty or wet ambient conditions, risk of ac-

cident, heat, cold or rapid temperature changes. 

■ Badly organised work, e.g. role confl icts, fear of 

poor performance, lack of degrees of freedom 

and possibilities of infl uence, lack of career pros-

pects or insuffi cient recognition by supervisors.

According to the results of the European Foundation 

survey in 1995 and 2000, it must be noted that, on 

the contrary, the above-mentioned risk factors are 

fi rmly established or have even increased, especially 

from the point of view of ageing workers (Ilmarinen 

2006):

■ Exposure factors of employees over 45 years of 

age in the physical environment remained rela-

tively the same between 1995 and 2000. Over 

20% of men are exposed to noise or vibration or 

both for at least half of their working hours, and 

just under 20% are exposed to air impurities. 

The noise exposure of ageing men has even 

increased. The exposure and stress factors in 

the work environment are virtually the same for 

employees of all ages. Similar exposure may, 

however, be a bigger risk for the work ability of 

an ageing employee because the exposure may 

have continued for several decades. 

■ Physical work demands increased among ageing 

employees, except for repetitive work, during 

1995 – 2000. Approximately one-third of ageing 

men and women are exposed to poor work pos-

tures for at least half of their working hours, and 

45% are exposed to repetitive work. Exposure 

to poor postures at work has even increased. 

About 24% of ageing men and 17% of women 

handle heavy loads. Ageing employees work 

more often in physically demanding occupations 

than younger ones, for example, because they 

have less education. Physical workload and the 

resulting musculoskeletal disorders are still 

a signifi cant cause of work disability among 
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ageing employees. About 40% of ageing men 

and women report that their work affects their 

musculoskeletal syndrome. Because physical 

functional capacity normally decreases with 

age, an extended career in physically demanding 

occupations is neither reasonable nor possible 

without a signifi cant lightening of the workload.

■ Many changes are apparent as regards the 

mental work environment even though not 

everything seems to be progressing in a favour-

able direction. In 2000, about one-quarter of 

ageing employees used computers for at least 

half of their working hours, and more than half 

of them had to perform complex tasks. Both the 

use of computers and complex tasks among 

ageing employees increased. These changes can 

be considered positive and they illustrate the 

prerequisites and potential of ageing employees 

to change in working life. Also supervisory work 

improved during 1995 – 2000, as measured by 

the increased possibilities to discuss work-relat-

ed issues between staff and supervisors. About 

78% of men and 84% of women reported having 

possibilities to discuss work-related issues 

with their supervisors. On the other hand, tight 

work schedules have remained a major problem 

among ageing employees, and learning new 

things through work has decreased signifi cantly 

among them. The continuous change in working 

life and the related tight schedules slowed the 

learning of new things among ageing employees. 

Also ageing employees‘ regulation of their own 

work did not improve in 1995 – 2000. About one-

third of them were not able to choose the time 

of their work breaks, the order of their tasks, 

procedures and methods, and their workplace. 

Forced work and tight standards may, however, 

eat away at the meaning and effect of changes 

that are otherwise considered positive. About 

40% of ageing men and women reported that 

their work has caused psychosomatic symptoms 

and stress.

■ According to Eurostat the number of new cases 

of occupational disease increases signifi cantly 

with age. Whereas there were 39 new cases of 

occupational disease among people aged 45 – 

54, the respective number among people aged 

55 – 64 was 69 for every 100,000 employees. 

Most occupational diseases were caused by 

physical factors in the workplace. Notifi able 

work accidents in Europe occur most frequently 

among younger workers. The rate declines with 

age and ends with a slight rise in the age group 

of the 55-to-64-year-olds. However, when ac-

cidents happen, they are more serious and result 

in longer periods of incapacity to work than 

among younger employees. Fatal accidents at 

work also occur most frequently in the age class 

55 to 64 years. 

Moreover, fl exible forms of working time organisa-

tion represent another element of the working condi-

tions with which the retirement age of older workers 

can be raised. Between 2001 and 2002 a sharp rise 

in the employment rates of older workers in most 

member states was accompanied by an appreciate 

increase in the proportion of part-time workers. From 

1997 to 2002 part-time jobs accounted for half of the 

newly created jobs for older workers and, as a result, 

their proportion in part-time work increased. 

This indicates that the needs of older workers can 

be satisfi ed with fl exible working time arrangements 

which result in improved reconcilability of working 

and private life. Going into retirement should not be 

a single event but a process, i.e. those affected work 

ever fewer hours over the course of time. Retire-

ment/part-time is one option which deserves more 

attention than it currently receives.
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Thirdly, longer working lives and employment rates of 

older employees depends heavily on their qualifi ca-

tions in vocational and further training. There is a con-

nection between remaining longer in gainful employ-

ment and a good range of educational programmes. 

In many cases, the potential of older workers is not 

maximised because their qualifi cations are not not 

up to date. This can be offset however by vocational 

training. The international survey on the reading and 

writing skills in the OECD provides valuable fi gures 

in this context on the connections between age, 

productivity and vocational and further training. The 

survey comes to the conclusion that reading and 

writing skills are an important determinant of a 

worker’s productivity and improve through practical 

work activity or deteriorate if not used. This proves 

that the productivity potential of older workers is 

not impaired by age but by obsolete skills, which 

can be corrected by educational programmes. With 

further training the employees can update their quali-

fi cations and strengthen their position on the labour 

market. However, on the other hand, the situation 

is that older employees are trained much less than 

other age groups. The participation of employees in 

educational and vocational training programmes de-

creases with age and this trend already commences 

early in working life. In order to intensify the further 

training of older employees, this downward trend 

must already be reversed early in life. Only lifelong 

learning can reliably prepare future employees for 

changes. 

The occupational effi ciency of 

older employees

Finally, no empirical proof is available that older em-

ployees are less innovative, effi cient, creative and 

less able to cope with stress than younger work-

ers. This frequent prejudice based on the “defi cit 

model of age”, which interprets the occupational 

effi ciency of older employees as the consequence 

of a physical/mental degeneration process, is not 

tenable. Therefore, there is no general degeneration 

dependent on age in physical/mental effi ciency but, 

with ageing at work, changes in the structure of the 

effi ciency take place in a healthy “older employee”.

The results of laboratory tests initially appear to 

confi rm the fi rst statement above and therefore the 

so-called “defi cit model of age”:

■ According to statistical evaluations the maximum 

muscle strength of a 60-year-old is roughly only 

75% of the comparable values for a 30-year-old 

(Grandjean 1979). The effi ciency of the cardio-

vascular system also decreases signifi cantly 

with age, i.e. viewed statistically, by about 30% 

between the ages of 30 and 60.

■ Results of measurements of physical speed, 

dexterity, stamina, strength and co-ordination 

achieve peak values between puberty and early 

adulthood. The respective performance curves 

then initially fall gradually and from the age of 40 

they drop even more sharply. 

■ The sensory functions change during a work 

biography. With increasing age vision diminishes 

(accommodation capacity and adaptability, sharp-

ness of vision and contrast sensitivity). The hear-

ing threshold, especially in the high frequency 

range, decreases.

■ As regards the age-related development of the 

cognitive abilities, studies available indicate both 

weaknesses and strengths of older workers. 

According to the differentiation made by Horn 

and Cattell between “crystalline” and “fl uid” in-

telligence, the former is retained until old-age or 

even increases whereas the latter diminishes (cf. 

Lehr 1996). “Crystalline intelligence” is the ability 

to solve familiar cognitive problems and factual 

knowledge, “fl uid intelligence” the competence 
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to master new types of mental tasks and the 

mental ability to change. 

These results of experimental laboratory measure-

ments provide little information, however, on the 

occupational performance of specifi c older workers 

(Petrenz 1999): 

■ The results relate to the measurements of 

individual body functions, in some cases also 

to peak performances which are not normally 

required in working life or do not play a major 

role (e.g. the maximum hand-closing force or the 

ability to retain senseless (!) equations in one’s 

memory).

■ Average values are calculated and assessed. 

However, the performance can be infl uenced 

to a large degree by the individual’s lifestyle 

and work. For example, the maximum muscle 

strength of a trained 60-year-old by far exceeds 

that of an untrained 30-year-old (Rost 1991). 

■ Declining sensory functions but also a reduction 

in physical strength may frequently be offset in 

everyday working life by the use of glasses and 

hearing aids or through the ergonomic design of 

workplaces (e.g. through good lighting or lifting 

equipment). 

Scientifi c investigations in which the occupational 

performance of older workers is evaluated in a com-

parison with younger ones using the work result 

therefore produce different results to the laboratory 

measurements. Such studies, where both skilled 

industrial workers as well as trained assembly line 

workers, post sorters and offi ce employees, machine 

operators and skilled workers with complex supervi-

sory activities were included, confi rm “that there 

is no signifi cant difference between the work per-

formance of older and younger employees” (Kruse 

2000). Another key result of these studies is that the 

performance differences within one age group are 

much greater than those between the different age 

groups.

One explanation for the high occupational effi ciency 

of older workers may be that they can offset any de-

fi ciencies in individual skills with strengths in others. 

The classic study of Salthouse (1991) comes to this 

conclusion: According to this study, the number of 

strokes of a typist over 60 is signifi cantly lower over 

a defi ned period compared with younger women. 

However, the older workers read the text more in 

advance when typing and so they can write manu-

scripts in the same time and with the same quality 

as the younger workers. Compensation mechanisms 

were also discovered among successful older pian-

ists who offset a reduction in their locomotive dex-

terity with the anticipation of movement processes 

(cf. Kruse 2000).

A representative survey by the Institute for Labour 

Market and Occupational Research, the so-called 

works panel 2002, also comes to the conclusion 

that older workers in principle are no less effi cient 

than younger ones. In this survey different compo-

nents of occupational effi ciency were differentiated. 

Those responsible for human resources were asked 

their opinion as to where they saw strengths of the 

“younger” workers and where they saw strengths of 

the “over-50 workers”. 

The occupational effi ciency of the older workers is no 

worse than that of their younger colleagues from the 

point of view of those responsible for HR who were 

surveyed (cf. Table 4). Two thirds of those questioned 

found that there are no differences between older 

and younger employees – in all surveyed aspects of 

their performance, with the exception of „empirical 

knowledge“. As Brussig summarised (2005): „Older 
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workers frequently represent neither a special group 

nor a special problem case.“

However, certain characteristics, such as empirical 

knowledge, work morale/discipline or quality aware-

ness, tend to be viewed as strengths of older workers. 

Other performance components, such as the ability 

to learn, ability to cope with physical stress or the 

willingness to learn, tend to be assigned to younger 

workers. At the same time, those responsible for 

HR were asked what characteristics they considered 

to be particularly important for their company. Here 

it turned out that priority was attached to the very 

performance components which, in their opinion, 

tended to be found among older workers, i.e. work 

morale/work discipline and quality awareness (Bell-

mann et al. 2003). 

Table 4: The effi ciency of older workers as assessed by those responsible for HR

Generally speaking, it can be stated that the level of 

performance does not change in the ageing process 

but the spectrum of performance. Many skills, such 

as empirical knowledge, practice, safety awareness 

or linguistic skills, only develop over the course of 

time. Others, such as co-operation and communica-

tion skills or creativity, scarcely change. And others 

such as muscular strength, good vision and hearing 

or mental agility tend to diminish. 

Source: IAB-Works Panel 2002
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The change in the performance spectrum in the ageing process

Gaining experience and learning takes time. Many skills develop slowly:

Practice, quality awareness, diligence and accuracy with a low level of complexity 
of the work tasks
Safety awareness, occupational safety and health and reliability
Company-specifi c knowledge and loyalty to the company, motivation 
Linguistic and communication skills 
Critical thinking and judgment 
Independence, awareness of responsibility and social competence
Ability for dispositive thinking and to accept leadership functions

A lot evolves during a life span but scarcely changes:

Ability to absorb and process information, general knowledge 
Intelligence and systematic thinking, ability to concentrate 
Powers of long-term memory
Target-oriented and planned action 
Co-operation and communication skills 
Endurance: Resistance to normal physical and mental stress
Creativity and the ability to learn (under adapted didactic conditions)
Attention and adaptability to demands which change normally

Farewell has to be said to a lot and younger workers must be given the 

chance to set themselves apart:

Muscular strength, sight and hearing, sense of touch, organ functions
Strength and speed 
Speed to absorb and process information for complex tasks, short-term memory
Mental agility and adaptability, willingness to take risks
Abstraction ability
Resistance to a high level of continuous physical and mental stress 

–

–
–
–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–
–
–

Compiled acc. to Wolff; Spieß; Mohr (2001)

It should be noted with the results on the perform-

ance of older workers that these are average ob-

servations which say little about the work ability of 

the individual older worker. And according to Baltes 

(2001) older people “tend to differ more from each 

other than from younger people”. In working life this 

is often refl ected in a “polarisation of the age posi-

tions”. On the one hand, there is an above-average 

number of older workers among those who are often 

regarded as “limited in performance” in companies. 

On the other hand, older workers are over-repre-

sented in top management and in the key positions. 

The following applies to many companies: Workers 

over 60 are to be found frequently both in cognitively 

demanding jobs with a high social prestige (for ex-

ample, as managing directors, heads of associations 

or doctors) and in mentally less demanding fi elds of 

work with a low social standing (for example, care-

takers, heaters or manservants).
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Older people, and this in fact differentiates them 

from younger people, have covered a longer life and 

working life span. How the occupational perform-

ance develops with ageing depends crucially on their 

biography, the nature and duration of the activities 

pursued, on the stresses and challenges experienced, 

and on the encouragement in working life and on 

their learning biography.

In view of this, older workers who are not exposed 

to demands in line with their age and are therefore 

overtaxed encounter diffi culties in company practice. 

The above-mentioned factors on the effi ciency of 

older employees indicate that it is at least just as 

important to change people’s thinking on age and 

ageing to break down the prevailing prejudices 

against the elderly and to create a social climate in 

which age discrimination has no place in the world of 

work and elsewhere.

1.3 They still do things differently in company practice 

As regards the growing importance of older employ-

ees in the future, efforts have been made in Europe 

for years in science and practice to develop models 

and strategies for workplace adaptation of older 

employees and to introduce them into company real-

ity. In Finland, for example, the Finnish Institute for 

Occupational Medicine has already been examining 

the question for more than 20 years as to how the 

potential of employees can be retained and devel-

oped so that, on the one hand, it is available for as 

long as possible to the companies and, on the other 

hand, the employees reach retirement age as „intact“ 

as possible (Ilmarinen 2006). In Germany experience 

and results have been available since the 90s as part 

of the programme „Innovative Work Design – Future 

of Work“ of the Federal Ministry of Education and 

Research; they have been introduced into a „transfer 

phase“.

As part of these discussions, a broad range of models 

and concepts has been produced where the ideas 

and developments of workplace health promotion 

have acted as role models in many ways. The term 

of work ability is of key importance. Ilmarinen un-

derstands this as the „potential of a person, a man 

or a woman, to perform a given task at a given time. 

The development of the individual functional capacity 

must be in relation to the work requirement. Both 

factors may change and, if necessary, be designed to 

be age and ageing-appropriate.“ (Ilmarinen 2006) 

Accordingly, work ability results from the interaction 

of several person-related and workplace factors:

■ General company conditions and objective 

working conditions, e.g. physical strain and 

environmental infl uences.

■ Social environment, e.g. executives, direct 

supervisors, work colleagues.

■ Individual training and competencies.

■ Individual state of health both in physical and 

mental respects.

All above-mentioned infl uencing factors can be re-

designed and changed and are the key focus and 

starting point of holistic workplace health promotion. 

For company practice there is therefore a demand for 

an ageing-appropriate HR and organisation manage-

ment which should combine and integrate four in-

fl uencing factors and measures of workplace health 

promotion. In this context we talk of new concepts 

and a change of paradigms from a reactive HR policy, 

i.e. geared to older employees, towards preventive, 
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age-neutral action geared to lives and work biogra-

phies. The previous, one-sided focusing on “young” 

or the “youth” is no longer contemporary and causes 

companies problems under the conditions of the 

demographic change. Companies should therefore 

try to have a “healthy” age mixture and also main-

tain it. This results in new requirements being placed 

on the organisation of the HR management, e.g. a 

longer-term orientation or longer planning horizons 

of 5 to 10 years (instead of the previous 1 to 2 years) 

will be indispensable in order to be able to develop 

and implement an ageing-appropriate labour and HR 

policy. 

If the knowledge gained from the numerous and, 

in some cases, above-mentioned model activities 

from science and practice is compared with general 

company reality, a noticeable discrepancy can be 

discovered. For example, research and implementa-

tion through model projects and network activities 

of so-called “exemplary companies” have enjoyed 

a signifi cant upswing in the last 10 years. In com-

pany practice – and this is stressed by almost all 

experts – it has nonetheless been shown that the 

dissemination of the concepts, tools and “models 

of good practice” available leaves a lot to be desired. 

In general, older workers do not enjoy the atten-

tion which would be appropriate to overcome the 

problems of the demographic change as part of HR 

and organisation development and workplace health 

promotion. There are major differences in topics, a 

view of the problem and willingness to act between 

the vast majority of companies, on the one hand, 

and scientifi c and political knowledge and declara-

tions of intent on the other. Of the three corporate 

strategies to deal with older employees – career 

design, work design, externalisation – the latter is 

currently still in the limelight even though the choice 

of strategy based on costs in recent years is slowly 

changing in favour of investments in job design and 

human capital. Such differences are quite “normal” 

as a time lag. The question is merely how large this 

time lag may become if crucial decisions on effective 

and necessary innovations in the long term are not 

taken (keyword: competitiveness). There is a need to 

further disseminate and implement the successfully 

tested strategies of staff and organisation develop-

ment and workplace health promotion in line with 

ageing workforces.
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The ageing of workforces need not be a problem 

and certainly not a disaster. The change in the age 

structure may even mean opportunities and a posi-

tive development for companies. This prospect is 

obvious when the work in the companies involves 

qualifi cations and variety but, at the same time, 

when the employees are not overstretched, are 

committed and have a high level of qualifi cations. In 

such cases it can be assumed that the expertise of 

the older workers and their longer availability, given a 

later departure from working life in the future, form 

a solid foundation on which productivity and innova-

tions can evolve in an excellent way.

However, the demographic change may equally rep-

resent a major challenge where the emerging and 

expected problems differ from company to company. 

The risk of increasing health problems in ageing 

workforces rises in fi elds of activity where the work 

is physically hard or one-sided. By contrast, in areas 

of work with high demands on performance and 

workloads predominantly in the cognitive and mental 

fi eld a higher proportion of older workers can create 

greater qualifi cation and motivation problems. 

It is therefore important for companies to fi rst of all 

carefully analyse their specifi c starting position from 

the aspects of ageing. Key issues are:

1. How will the company age structure probably 

develop in the next few years?

2. What problems are already arising today among 

the older employees, what problems can be 

expected in the future?

3. How can the work ability and employability of 

older employees and their employment possibili-

ties be maintained and promoted?

There are different action plans and a host of tools 

with which the health, qualifi cations, motivation and 

therefore the work ability and employability of a com-

pany’s older workers both now and in the future can 

be fostered. Which approach is suitable and viable 

for a certain company and its employees depends 

on the initial conditions at the company and on the 

specifi c HR tasks. 

Action which has already been tried out in companies 

and is documented as “models of good practice” 

can give important ideas to companies which are 

at the outset of their examination of the “age issue”. 

The fundamental procedure and individual tools may 

be adopted assuming the problems are comparable. 

A “one-to-one” transfer of models is, however, not 

advisable and possible; after all, every company must 

develop its own concept specifi c to the company to 

deal with ageing processes. 

The following chapters present different procedures 

and concepts for promoting healthy and active age-

ing in companies as well as time-tested tools:

■ Chapter 1 describes tools to analyse the initial 

situation at the company and to identify the need 

for action.

■ Chapter 2 deals with action approaches with 

which work and manpower deployment can be 

organised in an age and ageing-appropriate way. 

■ Chapter 3 shows, using a concrete company 

example, that it is advisable and successful 

to develop an “integrative” strategy involving 

different but intermeshing measures in order to 

achieve effective and lasting promotion of the 

work ability and employability of the workers. 

Part II: That’s what companies can do



22

1. Instruments for healthy and active ageing 

1.1 The age structure analysis 

The age structure of the working population is char-

acterised in most countries by the fact that there are 

comparatively few workers aged 55 and more and 

relatively few young workers under 30 in relation to 

the number of middle-aged workers. Many compa-

nies have therefore “compressed “ age structures. 

However, the age structure in individual companies 

may also be centred on the “youth” or the “old” or 

even balanced – contrary to the general trend. How 

specifi c workforces are made up in terms of age 

depends, for example, on the extent of recruitment 

and staff turnover in the companies, on age and the 

size of the enterprises, on the branch of industry and 

region where they are located, on the usual age of 

retirement of older employees or on the economic 

situation. 

reductions in their work ability are imminent in 

the future.

■ The workshop concept “Quality of Work – 

Healthy into Retirement” involves the sensitisa-

tion and sharing of experience in a group. The 

topics explored include the reasons why there 

are diffi culties of “working in old-age” in the 

company and what action can be taken to solve 

these problems.

These four tools represent a selection. There are 

numerous other procedures and tools which can 

be used as alternatives or supplements. Important 

information on age-related problems, the need for 

change and expedient action plans may, for example, 

also be gained from an age-differentiated analysis 

of staff deployment and the level of qualifi cations, 

formal and informal talks with older workers or with 

skilled workers and executives.

An analysis of the company-specifi c age structure 

may offer a good springboard in order to examine the 

“age issue” more closely in the company. The age 

structure analysis is geared to the present and, at 

the same time, ventures a look into the future:

■ The present age structure data are recorded for 

the workforce as a whole and, if necessary, for 

individual company sections or workforce groups. 

■ A forecast of the future age structure is prepared 

on the basis of certain assumptions about the 

development of the workforce. 

An age structure analysis provides information. How-

ever, it mainly raises questions. The processed data 

alone reveal nothing about existing or possible HR 

Four tools to analyse the initial situation at the com-

pany and to identify the need for action are presented 

in the following:

■ An age structure analysis shows the actual age 

structure of the workforce and its expected 

development in the future. It can provide a good 

launch pad to determine and discuss possible 

HR problems in the company related to the 

change in the age structure. 

■ The check list to identify the need for action 

regarding the age structure focuses on the work-

ing and employment conditions in the company. 

Proceeding from the HR policy pursued, the 

question is raised as to what risks this policy 

involves for an ageing workforce. 

■ By contrast, the Work Ability Index focuses its 

sights on the employees and their work ability 

assessed by themselves. Proceeding from the 

employees, an examination is made of whether 
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problems. They must be interpreted in connection 

with the work and its demands as well as the HR 

policy and planning in the company. A high propor-

tion of older employees means something different 

in car assembly work or in a foundry than in a payroll 

accounting department or an adult education centre.

As the age structure analysis focuses on the future 

workforce situation, it can act as an early warning 

system which, for example, indicates at an early 

stage the need for qualifi cations, imminent staff bot-

tlenecks or the necessary succession planning for 

older workers about to go into retirement. 

The age structure analysis merely includes the cal-
endar age of the employees. Whether someone 
is “old” at 52, 65 or 70 or is viewed as an “old 
person” by other people is, however, a question 
of assessment. And this is not a fi xed factor but 
is highly variable. It differs from person to person 
(with the same calendar age) and it changes for 
the individual with the environment in which he 
lives. In addition to the unambiguous calendar or 
chronological age, we therefore also talk about 
the biological age which describes the actual 
physical or mental fi tness (medico-physiological 
assessment), the social age (social assessment) 
and the perceived age (individual assessment).

Calculation and presentation of the actual age structure

The fi rst step in the analysis is to examine the actual 

age structure of the workforce as a whole. Here, the 

number of employees can be shown per year of birth 

or in line with previously created age groups (e.g. 

“under 20”, “20 to 24”, “25 to 29” etc.). It is always 

expedient for medium-sized and large enterprises 

not to calculate the absolute fi gures but the percent-

ages in order to be able to compare data of different 

years or in different company sections. Another 

comparable value is the average age (as a rule the 

arithmetical mean). 

Table 5: Company Example: Age Structure of the Employees

N
um

be
r 

pe
r 

ye
ar

 o
f 

bi
rt

h



24

Presented in a bar chart, it can be seen which age 

groups dominate in the company and which tend to 

be underrepresented and whether all age cohorts 

are represented to an appreciable extent. 

The age structure data provide indications of possible 

HR challenges which can only be estimated more 

precisely in connection with other circumstances 

and developments in the company. If the age struc-

ture exhibits noticeable frequencies of certain age 

groups, questions can be formulated in the follow-up 

which should be discussed in the personnel manage-

ment, for example:

■ If older workers predominate (age structure 

centred on older workers):

Is the time of the probable retirement of the 

employees known? 

Is there a threat of staff bottlenecks or a loss 

of expertise owing to the departure of the 

older workers? 

Are there procedures for the early and sys-

tematic transfer of knowledge in the company 

(e.g. succession and mentoring models)? 

Do health, qualifi cation or staff deployment 

problems frequently arise with the older 

employees? 

■ If the middle-aged workers predominate (age 

structure centred on the middle-aged):

Is it to be expected that the middle-aged 

•

•

•

•

•

workers born in the years with high birth-

rates will remain at the company in the long 

term and therefore also age together as a 

group? 

Will they go into retirement at a later date 

than today’s older generation? 

How can the work ability and performance 

of this large age group be promoted so that 

reductions in performance can be largely 

prevented as they grow older?

It is revealing, especially in larger enterprises, to 

evaluate the age structure of individual works and 

locations, of certain departments or groups of work-

ers separately (e.g. industrial and salaried workers, 

executives) or to compare them according to their 

age structure. In this way it can be seen whether 

there are certain company sections with a particularly 

high average age of the workers. Here, too, peculiari-

ties raise questions which should be discussed, for 

example: 

Is a higher average age in certain company 

sections particularly problematic in view of 

the work demands there?

Can any priorities be derived from the data in 

which company sections or for which groups 

of workers concepts of age-appropriate work 

design should be developed as a focal issue?

•

•

•

•

Procedure to analyse the actual age structure 

1. Establishment of the units which are to be examined:
the whole company 
certain company sections, departments or locations 
selected groups of workers or functions (e.g. executives, industrial/salaried workers, groups with 
different qualifi cations) 

2. Calculation and presentation:
addition of the number of employees per year of birth or assignment to age groups created 
(fi ve or ten-year groupings; if necessary, orientation of the groups to the system of the existing 
HR statistics) 
calculation of the percentages

–
–
–

–

–
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calculation of the average age
presentation: in tables or graphics in the form of bar charts or graphs 

3. Interpretation of the results:
comparison of the results of different analysis units (company sections, groups of workers) 
if necessary, comparison of the age structure and the averages with comparable data in the branch 
of industry 
conclusions and discussion of possible HR problems

–
–

–
–

–

Forecast of the age structure

The current age structure represents facts and can be 

simply calculated. The projection of the age structure 

into the future, however, always entails assumptions 

and uncertainties and is therefore more diffi cult to 

perform. 

The data determined on the current age structure 

form the starting point for the forecast. However, 

these cannot be simply extrapolated; then the fore-

cast would be very inaccurate. On the contrary, as-

sumptions about key factors infl uencing the future 

age structure must fi rst be made and on which the 

calculation is based.

Major variables which have to be defi ned are:

■ Size of workforce

 Can a by and large constant workforce size 

be assumed? Or will it tend to increase or 

decrease? What fi gure is probable here? 

The business development, planned dismissals 

and company restructuring must be taken into 

account here.

■ Recruitment 

To what extent are new recruits to be expected? 

How many trainees/apprentices are there and 

how will the training rate develop? Will all 

trainees/apprentices be given an employment 

contract? What will be the probable age distribu-

tion of the new recruits?

■ Staff turnover 

What staff turnover rate, broken down according 

to the different age groups, can be assumed? 

Will the rates tend to remain the same in future 

or are changes probable? 

■ Retirement 

At what age will the older employees probably 

leave the company in future? How many workers 

will go into retirement in the coming years? 

Changes in statutory provisions, for example a 

higher age of retirement or fewer early retire-

ment possibilities, must be allowed for. 

As a forecast time, it is expedient to select a period of 

between fi ve and ten years. It should not lie further 

in the future so that realistic assumptions can still 

be made. It should, however, be far enough into the 

future so that major changes can also be illustrated. 
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Table 6: Company example: Forecast of the age structure for the year 2014 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

65 63 61 59 57 55 53 51 49 47 45 4
3

41 39 37 35 33 31 29 27 25 23 21 19 17

Assumptions:
•  Employment falls slightly
•  Constant staff turnover rate
•  Trainees/apprentices given employment contracts
•  Recruitment of some specialists 22 - 35 years old
•  50% of long-serving employees take early retirement

For the calculation and presentation of the age structure of the future, you should also proceed in 

the same way as when recording the current age structure in order to permit direct comparability of 

the data. 

Table 7: Company example: Comparison of age structures 2004 - 2014  
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A comparison of the current and the future age 

structures shows whether the workforce will tend to 

become younger or older and the extent to which this 

can be expected to happen. Gaps and pronounced 

deviations between the age groups today and in the 

future become clear and their problems examined. 

Noticeable increases in certain age groups may indi-

cate possible HR problems in the future. 

If the forecast shows, and this is frequently the case, 

a development from an age structure centred on 

middle-aged workers towards an older workforce, 

the following questions arise:

■ Does the growing proportion of older workers in 

the company conceal risks of increased absen-

teeism, a rise in the number of workers “with 

diminished capabilities”, qualifi cation shortcom-

ings or limitations on the fl exible deployment of 

staff? 

■ What can be done today to maintain and 

promote effi ciency and innovative capabilities of 

the future older workers?

■ Is a great loss in know-how to be expected if 

the workers from high-birth-rate years go into 

retirement as a large group? What counteraction 

can be taken in good time?

■ In order not to allow any “age gaps” arise and 

to balance out the age structure, should young 

workers be specifi cally employed or more 

trainees/apprentices be given employment above 

and beyond actual staff requirements?

The aim of the forecast is to avert possible HR prob-

lems in the future today on the basis of a realistic 

data basis and to develop strategies to master the 

change in the age structure before age becomes a 

problem in the company.

Procedure to forecast the age structure

1. Starting point: current age structure data
2. Calculation and presentation:

Defi nition of the variables (employment 
development, recruitment, staff turnover, 
retirement) 
Forecast of the current age structure data 
allowing for the assumptions made (if nec-
essary, development of several scenarios 
with different parameters) 
Presentation: in tabular or graphic form 
using bar charts or graphs, compared with 
the current age structure

3. Interpretation of the results 
Comparison of the current age structure 
with that forecast
Identifi cation of possible HR problems in 
the future
Development of strategies to solve the 
problems 

–

–

–

–

–

–

Further remarks 

An easy-to-use and generally applicable method to 

analyse a company’s age structure has been pre-

sented in this chapter. Many companies have devel-

oped their own procedure with which they obtain 

exactly the information on the age structure which 

they regard as being important. Tools which are 

developed at the companies themselves have major 

benefi ts: They comply with the specifi c aspects of 

interest and take into account company peculiarities 

and therefore do not proceed schematically.

If a company is looking for external assistance for 

performing an age structure analysis, numerous 

manuals as well as offers of advice specialised in 

this subject are available. EDP versions are also to be 

found among the tools developed. 
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1.2 Check list to identify any need for action 

in terms of the age structure

The check list to identify any need for action regard-

ing the age structure focuses on the working and 

employment conditions in companies. An examina-

tion is made of whether the labour and HR policy 

currently in practice can cope with a rising proportion 

of older workers and of what risks this policy entails 

for an ageing workforce. 

Different HR fi elds of action are studied:

Recruitment of staff

Qualifi cations (formal and informal)

Work organisation 

Staff development plans 

Workplace health promotion and integration 

Know-how transfer

Organisation of working hours 

Corporate culture 

The check list is a tool for self-assessment. It can be 

used by individuals responsible for human resources 

to help them gain an initial overview of the need 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

for action and expedient action plans to cope with 

the change in age structure (review of situation). 

This check list can also be used as part of a com-

pany workshop to conduct a joint strength/weakness 

analysis.

Several check lists have been published to identify 

the need for action as regards the age structure as 

well as “Quick Checks” with selected key questions. 

The version presented below comes form the study 

“Erfolgreich mit älteren Arbeitnehmern. Strategien 

und Beispiele für die betriebliche Praxis” (Success-

ful with older workers. Strategies and examples for 

company practice), published by the Bertelsmann 

Foundation and the Confederation of the German 

Employers’ Associations (2003). It was revised 

slightly by the authors for this brochure. 

The check list is followed by a “Quick Check” and 

reference is also made to two online variants. 
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Check list to identify the need for action in companies 

in terms of the age structure

Notes on using this check list 

After you have completed the check list, take a closer look at the answers you have marked: 
The answers  on yellow fi elds  refer on the one hand to risks. On the other hand, they indicate 
possible approaches to cope with the change in the age structure which have so far not been put 
into practice in the company. Here we advise you to examine the question in more detail to see 
whether it is expedient and feasible to pursue the action and strategies in your company in future. 
The answers  on blue fi elds  simply refer to approaches which are already being pursued at the 
company. Here we advise you to ensure that these strategies are continued to be pursued in the 
future or, where necessary, are even strengthen.

–

–

 

Recruitment of staff

We are increasingly fi nding fewer young specialists.
 yes

 no

It must be assumed that the demographic change on our regional labour market 
will in future result in diffi culties in recruiting staff.

 yes

 no

When we recruit staff at our company, we pay attention to certain age limits. 
 yes

 no

We also recruit older applicants at our company. 
 yes

 no

We formulate vacancy advertisements so that older skilled workers are also targeted.
 yes

 no

Qualifi cations 

We offer the employees in our company further training programmes so that they can 
increase their qualifi cations.

 yes

 no

We regularly examine whether our older workers participate in in-house further training 
programmes just as frequently as the younger workers.

 yes

 no

We actively support our older workers so that they also take part in further training 
courses. 

 yes

 no

We use teaching methods in in-house further training courses which suit older and adult 
workers.

 yes

 no

Our employees of middle age and older master new technologies just as competently 
as our younger employees.

 yes

 no

We have suffi cient information on future qualifi cation needs in the company and 
possible needs for qualifi cations of the employees.

 yes

 no
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Work organisation

We make sure that our older workers are deployed just as frequently as the younger 
ones at workplaces where new processes and developments play a role and we 
promote this policy.

 yes

 no

Our objective is for our workers to frequently change their work activities and workplace 
and therefore train their learning skills.

 yes

 no

The employees in our company generally work together in groups or teams.
 yes

 no

We organise work and group tasks in such a way that they are relevant to learning and 
therefore permit on-the-job training.

 yes

 no

The deployment range of the older workers is just as large as that of the younger ones. 
 yes

 no

Staff development plans

We regularly conduct staff appraisal talks with all workers to determine the qualifi cation 
needs and discuss questions of their further careers.

 yes

 no

We support the strategy of our employees actively planning their further careers and we 
support them in this. 

 yes

 no

We hold staff development programmes for all employees, also for those “over 50”. 
 yes

 no

We defi ne age-appropriate workplaces and use these selectively for the deployment of 
older workers.

 yes

 no

We promote the employees working in different areas and fi elds in the company over 
the course of their working lives so that they can further develop their vocational skills.

 yes

 no

We intentionally make sure that our employees do not perform routine work over 
prolonged periods (10 years and longer).

 yes

 no
We pay attention to a “limited staying time” of employees in age-critical work areas 
and offer them the opportunity of changing to physically and mentally less demanding 
workplaces after pursuing one activity for a long time.

 yes

 no

Workplace health promotion and integration

Certain workplaces and work areas in our company are “age-critical” (e.g. physically 
demanding work, cycle-dictated work, activities with high levels of pollution in the work-
ing environment).

 yes

 no

We take positive action to reduce working exposures and to promote the health of the 
employees (e.g. ergonomic workplace design, organisation of health workshops, back 
school).

 yes

 no

Work is performed at our company in shifts in some cases (alternating or night shifts).
 yes

 no

We enable older workers, after doing night shift for many years, to stop working shifts. 
 yes

 no
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We organise the shift work to create as little impact on health as possible (planning of 
shift sequences, location, duration and distribution of the working time according to 
health criteria).

 yes

 no

We organise the workfl ows and work deployment in such a way that older workers 
schedule their work themselves and can therefore largely dictate their work rhythm 
themselves.

 yes

 no

We have suffi cient information on the state of health of the workforce and possible 
approaches to promote health at the company.

 yes

 no

Our company has a systematic in-house integration and case management (existence of 
an integration team, regularly applied tools, systematic data surveys, case management, 
deduction of preventive action)

 yes

 no

Know-how transfer

We discuss with our employees approaching retirement in good time when and in what 
form they want to leave the company.

 yes

 no

Our older employees have specifi c (empirical) knowledge which is essential for main-
taining the company work processes.

 yes

 no

We specifi cally form work groups of mixed ages in order to promote the exchange of 
knowledge between the generations. 

 yes

 no

We maintain special systems for transferring knowledge between the generations (e.g. 
sponsoring systems, mentoring, tandems or mixed-age project teams).

 yes

 no

We promote models of sliding transition into retirement in order to maintain the ef-
fi ciency of our older workers and support the handover of knowledge from old to young.

 yes

 no

Organisation of working hours

We offer our employees different working time models (e.g. part-time, free time en bloc, 
job sharing). 

 yes

 no

We enable our employees to organise their working time fl exibly. 
 yes

 no

We offer our employees long-term working time accounts. 
 yes

 no

We enable our workers to take time-out or sabbaticals in order to undergo further 
vocational training or to ‘rest and recuperate’.

 yes

 no
We offer the older workers – depending on the individual and company interests 
– different models for going into retirement (e.g. working up to the statutory age limit, 
part-time, fl exible transition into retirement).

 yes

 no
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Corporate culture

We have strategies to counteract prejudices about a generally poorer effi ciency of older 
employees in the company.

 yes

 no

We make sure that older employees as well as younger ones experience recognition 
and respect in their work.

 yes

 no
We aim to achieve a co-operative leadership style in the company and make every effort 
to ensure that the employees are involved in major issues affecting their work and 
develop their own initiative.

 yes

 no

Our executives and workforce representatives have already examined the issue of 
“age and ageing workforces” in detail. 

 yes

 no

We have developed corporate guidelines for an inter-generational HR policy.
 yes

 no

Diversity concepts are discussed and promoted at our company.
 yes

 no
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Quick Check of Gemeinschaftsinitiative Gesünder Arbeiten e.V. (GiGA), see www.gesuender-arbeiten.de

Source: Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (Publ.) (2004): Mit Erfahrung die Zukunft meistern! 
Altern und Ältere in der Arbeitswelt, p. 27

Quick Check for a future-oriented HR policy

 Tends to apply Tends not to apply

Your age structure consists of equal proportions of young, 
middle-aged and older employee.  

The work activities are designed so that employees 
can perform them up to the age of 65.  

The employees are actively involved in the design 
of their working conditions.  

The company readily succeeds in training or recruiting 
enough young skilled workers.  

All employees – also older ones – are given the opportunity 
to obtain qualifi cations and expand their competencies.  

The exchange of knowledge between older, experienced 
employees and young workers is systematically promoted.  

The prospect of career development is offered 
to all employees.  

Quick Checks with the online process 

The Federation of Austrian Industrialists and the Austrian Chamber for Work-

ers and Employees in Vienna as well as the Austria Trade Union Congress and 

Austrian Federal Economic Chamber have developed a self-check in a joint project 

entitled “arbeit & alter”:

 www.arbeitundalter.at

Another “Online Quick-Check zur Standortbestimmung im demographischen 

Wandel“ was prepared as part of the New Quality of Work Initiative and is 

available on the Initiative’s website. This quick check offers the advantage that it is 

connected to a careful evaluation and interpretation help:

 www.inqa-demographie-check.de
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1.3 Work Ability Index (WAI)

The Work Ability Index is a tool to record the work 

ability of employees. It originated in Finland and was 

developed as part of a research project (cf. Tuomi et 

al. 1995). It aims at identifying at an early stage health 

risks of the employees and risks of early retirement 

and counteracting them. 

This tool also involves a questionnaire which serves 

to conduct a self-assessment. However, the focus 

here is not on the labour and HR policy but on the 

employees and their work ability assessed by them-

selves. Proceeding from the assessments of the 

employees, an examination is made as to whether 

restrictions on their work ability are imminent in the 

future and what need for action there is in order 

to promote the health of those surveyed over their 

working lives. 

The questions are aimed at: 

■ the estimated current and future work ability; 

■ diagnosed illnesses and the number of absentee-

ism days in the previous year;

■ the estimated sickness-related deterioration in 

the work performance; 

■ mental ability reserves.

The questionnaire can be completed by the employ-

ees themselves. However, the questions can also be 

answered with the help of others, for example works 

physicians during the works medical examination. In 

this case the works physician should use the WAI 

to discuss questions of health and staying healthy 

with the employees. They should consider together 

what the employees can do themselves and what 

the company can do to maintain and promote their 

work ability. 

The WAI can be used for individual employees and 

groups of workers. However, it can also be applied 

as an analysis tool to the whole company or the 

whole workforce of a company. It offers the possibil-

ity of comparing individual departments or company 

sections as well as individual groups of employees 

and age groups according to their WAI values. In 

this way it becomes apparent for which employees 

or groups of workers occupational medical care is 

necessary. And company sections where health-

oriented interventions should be given top priority 

can be determined. 

Repeated use of the WAI provides information on 

how the work ability of those surveyed has devel-

oped and whether action taken to promote health 

has impacted on the employees involved. 

The WAI has been used and tested on many occa-

sions. Averages are available which were achieved 

with the WAI as reference fi gures, both for different 

occupational groups and age classes. These permit 

a comparison of the data obtained from many com-

panies with those gained in one company. According 

to the results of an 11-year continuous Finnish study, 

the WAI has exhibited a high predictability for general 

disablement and mortality (Ilmarinen/Tempel 2003). 

This tool is easy to use. The time involved for the 

questionnaire is between 10 and 15 minutes; 3 to 5 

minutes are needed to evaluate each questionnaire.

 

As the WAI surveys sensitive data about illnesses 

and the estimated work ability of the employees, it is 

imperative that participation is voluntary. At the same 

time, it should not be used without the consent of 

the workers’ representatives. Data protection must 

be strictly observed. 
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Work Ability Index

1. Current work ability compared with the lifetime best 
Assume that your work ability at its best has a value of 10 points. 
How many points would you give your current work ability? 
(0 means that you cannot currently work at all) 
 
completely       work ability 
unable to work      at present

2. Work ability in relation to the demands of the job 
How do you rate your current work ability with respect to the physical 
demands of your work? 
  very good 5
  rather good 4
  amoderate 3
  rather poor 2
  very poor 1

How do you rate your current work ability with respect to the mental 
demands of your work?   
  very good 5
  rather good 4
  amoderate 3
  rather poor 2
  very poor 1

3. Number of current diseases diagnosed by a physician
In the following list, mark your diseases or injuries. Also indicate whether a physician has diagnosed 
or treated these diseases. For each desease, therefore, there can be 2, 1, or no alternatives circled.

 Yes, Yes,
 own physician‘s 
 opinion diagnosis

Injury from accidents 
01 back 2 1

02 arm/hand  2 1

03 leg/foot 2 1

04 other part of body, where and 
 what kind of of injury?  2 1

...  

Musculoskeletal disease
05 disorder of the upper back or cervical 
 spine, repeated instances of pain 2 1

06 disorder of the lower back, 
 repeated instances of pain 2 1

07 (sciatica) pain radiating from 
 the back into the leg 2 1

08 Musculoskeletal disorder 
 affecting the limbs (hands, feet), 
 repeated instances of pain 2 1

09   rheumatoid arthritis 2 1

10   other musculoskeletal disorder, what? 2 1

...  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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 Yes, Yes,
 own physician‘s 
 opinion diagnosis

Cardiovascular diseases
11 hypertension (high blood pressure)  2 1

12 Coronary heart disease, chest pains
 during exercise (angina pectoris) 2    1

13 coronary thrombosis, 
 myocardial infarction 2 1

14. cardiac insuffi ciency 2 1

15 other cardiovascular disease, what?  2 1

...   

Respiratory disease
16    repeated infections of the respiratory 
 tract (also tonsillitis, acute sinusitis, 
 acute bronchitis) 2 1

17 chronic bronchitis 2 1

18 chronic sinusitis 2 1

19 bronchial asthma  2 1

20 emphysema  2 1

21 pulmonary tuberculosis 2 1

22 other respiratory disease, what 2 1

...  

Mental disorder 
23  mental disease or severe mental 
 health problem (for example, severe 
 depression, mental disturbance) 2 1

24  slight mental disorder or problem 
 (for example, slight depression, 
 tension, anxiety, insomnia) 2 1

Neurological and sensory disease 
25 problems or injury to hearing 2 1

26 visual disease or injury (other 
 than refractive error) 2 1

27 neurological disease (for example 
 stroke, neuralgia, migraine, epilepsy)  2 1

28 other neurological or sensory 
 disease, what? 2 1

...  

Digestive disease
29 gall stones or disease 2 1

30 liver or pancreatic disease 2 1

31 gastric or duodenal ulcer 2 1

32 gastritis or duodenal irritation 2 1

33 colonic irritation, colotis  2 1

34 other digestive disease, what?  2 1

...  
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 Yes, Yes,
 own physician‘s 
 opinion diagnosis

Genitourinary disease
35 urinary tract infection 2 1

36 kidney disease 2 1

37 genitals disease (for example 
 fallopian tube infection in women 
 or prostatic infection in men  2 1

38 Other genitourinary disease, what? 2 1

...  

Skin diseases
39 allergic rash, eczema 2 1

40 other rash, what 2 1

...  

41 other skin disease, what? 2 1

...  

Tumour
42 benign tumour 2 1

43 malignant tumour (cancer), where?  2 1

...  

Endocrine and metabolic diseases
44 obesity  2 1

45 diabetes  2 1

46 goiter or others thyroid disease 2 1

47 other endocrine or metabolic disease, 
 what?  2 1

...  

Blood diseases 
48 anemia 2 1

49 other blood disorder, what?  2 1

...  

Birth defects
50 birth defect, what? 2 1

...  

Other disorder or disease
51  What?  2 1

...  

4. Estimated work impairment due to diseases
Is your illness or injury a hindrance to your current job? 
Circle more than one alternative if needed.

There is no hindrance/I have no diseases 6

I am able to do my job, but it causes some symptoms 5

I must sometimes slow down my work pace or change 
my work methods 4

I must often slow down my work pace or change my work methods 3

Because of my disease, I feel I am able to do only part-time work 2

In my opinion, I am entirely unable to work 1
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5. Sick leave during the past year (12 months)
How many whole days have you been off work because of a health problem 
(disease or health care or for examination) during the past year (12 months)?

none at all 5

at the most 9 days 4

10 - 24 days  3

25 - 99 days  2

100 - 365 days 1

6. Own prognosis of work ability two years from now 
Do you believe that – from the standpoint of your health – you will be able to do 
your current job two years from now?

unlikely 1

no certain 4

relatively certain 7

7. Mental resources 
Have you recently been able to enjoy your regular daily activities?

often  4

rather often 3

sometimes 2

rather seldom 1

never  0

Have you recently been active and alert?

often  4

rather often 3

sometimes 2

rather seldom 1

never  0

Have you recently felt yourself to be full of hope for the future?

continuously 4

rather often 3

sometimes 2

rather seldom 1

never 0

 Informed consent (promotion an maintenance of work ability in general)
Do you consent to let a summary of the preceding data and the score of your work ability 
index be included in your health records?

Yes  ❐

No  ❐

signature

Source: Tuomi et al, 2006
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How to evaluate 

Completion of the questionnaire results in a fi gure 

or score which lies between 7 and 49. The fi gure 

describes the current work ability of the respondents 

and, at the same time, permits forecasts to be made 

of the health risk. A high value indicates a good work 

ability, a lower value an unsatisfactory or jeopardised 

work ability. Depending on the level of the fi gure, it is 

recommended either to maintain, support, improve 

or reinstate the work ability. Information on how 

to process and evaluate the questionnaire can be 

found in a brochure published by the Federal Institu-

te of Occupational Safety and Health (vgl. Tuomi at 

al 1996).

Result Category Work ability action 

  2 – 27 “poor” Reinstate work ability

28 – 36 “medium” Improve work ability 

37 – 43 “good” Support work ability 

44 – 49 “very good” Maintain work ability

Source: Brochure of the project „Arbeitsfähigkeit 2010 – 
Was können wir tun, damit Sie gesund bleiben? 
(www.gesuender-arbeiten.de)

It must be noted when interpreting the results 

that the estimated work ability relates to the work 

performed by the employees with their respective 

physical and mental work demands. A store man 

with a low index who performs physically hard work 

and feels impaired owing to his back pains can none-

theless be very capable of meeting more cognitive 

demands in an offi ce job. To this extent low WAI 

values do not indicate an individual defi ciency but 

an incongruity between the work demands and the 

work capability of the employees.

Further notes 

At the initiative of the Federal Institute for Occupa-

tional Safety and Health, a WAI network is currently 

being established in Germany (see www.arbeitsfae-

higkeit.net). This network sees itself as a platform 

for active and potential users of this tool. On this 

website experience with the use of this tool is to 

be shared and a database created. The website also 

offers more information on the WAI and notes on its 

use. 

Moreover, the Federal Institute for Occupational 

Safety and Health is currently preparing a short 

version of the above questionnaire. In this version 

individual illnesses will be questioned in less detail 

in the form of illness groups. The publication of this 

questionnaire and a new brochure “WAI Brochure” 

with the long version is planned for the fi rst half of 

2007. 
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1.4 Workshop concept 

“Quality of Work – Healthy into Retirement”

Another analysis and planning tool is the organisation 

of a workshop focusing on the issue of “Age and 

Keeping Healthy”. Participants may be both skilled 

workers and executives as well as older workers. 

Group discussions which are systematically organ-

ised and carefully evaluated can serve to:

■ sensitise different groups of players and func-

tions in the company to the “age issue”;

■ refl ect on connections between age, health and 

working conditions;

■ ascertain diffi culties which stand in the way of 

“healthy ageing” in the company; 

■ develop initial solutions for promoting the health 

and employability of older and ageing employees.

The organised exchange of experience between the 

different company players relevant to implementation 

aims, at the same time, at promoting their commit-

ment and therefore creating a sound basis for action 

in the company to pursue health-oriented activities.

The concept “Quality of Work – Healthy into Retire-

ment” represents a guideline on the organisation of 

such a workshop. It was developed and tried out as 

part of the European Community initiative EQUAL, 

sponsored by the Federal Ministry of Economics and 

Labour with funds from the European social fund 

(download at: www.inqa.de; “Datenbank Gute Praxis” 

(Database of Good Practice). The tool is mainly suit-

able for use in large enterprises. 

It consists of written instructions and a related set 

of charts. The workshop is divided into four blocks 

each of which pursues different sub-objectives. They 

can be used “en bloc” to structure a 1-day event 

or be treated as individual modules in shorter ses-

sions. The contents and topics described are to be 

understood as ideas which can also be integrated 

into a company’s own , modifi ed workshop concept. 

To hold the events, a moderator is required who has 

thoroughly looked into the topic of “age and health” 

and who has prepared and collated company-specifi c 

material in the run-up to the meetings. 
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Overview of the workshop structure

Opening and introduction WELCOME 20 min.

Block A SENSITISATION 70 min.

Plenum  1st part

The demographic change and its consequences in the company
Development of the age structure in Germany and in the company

Prospects of part-time work for those approaching pensionable age and early 

retirement 

Relevance of ageing-appropriate job design 

•

•

•

Block B REFLECTION 90 min.

Group work and plenum  2nd part

Work and ageing: What does that mean in my area of work?
Age, health and performance in concrete work situations 

Discussion of the attitudes to “older employees”

Able to work up to retirement – is that possible?

•

•

•

Block C ORIENTATION 60 min.

Plenum  3rd part

In-house fi elds of action
Quality of work: Ageing-appropriate work and age-appropriate staff deployment

Fields of action in the company

•

•

Block D DEVELOPMENT 120 min.

Group work and plenum  4th part

Ideas workshop: Steps into practice 
Development of ideas and action to improve the quality of work and the ageing-

appropriate work design 

What initiatives should be started?

First practical steps: Who begins when and where with the implementation?

•

•

•
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Explanations on the individual modules of the workshop

■ Block A: Sensitisation 

 The fi rst block involves collating and discussing fundamental data on the development of the age 

structure in the working population and in the respective company. It is illustrated that the demographic 

challenge relates above all to the future when the high-birth-rate years of the "baby-boomers" move up 

into the higher age groups. At the same time, changes in the statutory arrangements for early retirement 

and retirement age are discussed. 

 The importance of preventive multi-generational approaches for action which are targeted not only at 

today’s older workers but which are aimed at a good “ageing process” in the company is to become clear 

using the background information.

■ Block B: Refl ection

 Block B deals with possible connections between the work ability and performance of older employees 

and the working conditions as well as the structure of work biographies. One key issue which is dealt 

with in small group work is: “What working conditions in the company imply that employees will not be 

able to work up to an age of 63 or 65?”

 Moreover, possible prejudices concerning a basically lower professional performance of older workers are 

examined.

■ Block C: Orientation 

 Block C presents the broad spectrum of possible approaches for action of an ageing-appropriate labour 

and HR policy. This is based on a comprehensive understanding of workplace health promotion: health 

promotion which not only relates to workplace ergonomics and behaviour-oriented health prevention but 

also allows for the type of work organisation, the company’s qualifi cations policy and staff development 

plans as well as the structure of the working hours.

 It is then considered in what fi elds of action the company is already active and where a signifi cant need 

and possibilities for action are seen above and beyond these. 

■ Block D: Development

 Block D represents an ideas workshop in order to develop initial ideas for ageing-appropriate work 

design, with the participants sharing their experience, and to plan concrete implementation stages. Here, 

individual change projects are worked out in small groups and then presented to the plenum and closely 

scrutinise them. 

 People are delegated with the responsibility for suggestions which are viewed as being important and 

expedient and the further procedure is discussed and a timetable planned. 
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2.  Models and action plans for an age-appropriate 

labour and HR policy

The following describes different action plans to 

promote the health and employability of older work-

ers (cf. Table 8). They outline the possible range of 

action and not “only” involve the ergonomic design 

of the workplace and rather classic behaviour-ori-

ented health programmes but equally further training 

and staff development, the organisation of the work 

and working time, reintegration of employees with 

diminished capabilities and the corporate culture. 

Depending on the specifi c problems of the age 

structure, which become evident after an analysis of 

the starting situation, and on the company’s basis for 

action, the aim is to decide in what areas a company 

should primarily be active.

Table 8: Action plans for an age-appropriate labour and HR policy 
 

Workplace design 

Further training

Work organisation

Development planning / New 
staff development approaches

Organisation of working 
time

Reintegration

Health programmes

Corporate culture

Promotion of
health and

employability

The approaches are not “clear-cut”. They tend to 

overlap and are interrelated. For example, changes 

in the work organisation can be related to previ-

ous further training programmes. Or the design of 

new staff development strategies might require a 

change in the organisation of the working time. The 

intermeshing of different action plans frequently 

represents a success factor for the implementation 

and sustainability of good practice. 
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2.1  Workplace design

The ergonomic design of the workplace and work-

ing environment: This is a classic approach of 

occupational safety and health and a well-known 

requirement placed on the humane design of work. 

It should, if possible, already be considered in the 

planning stage of work systems.

The aim is to adapt the technology used, the space 

conditions at the workplace, the work equipment 

and the working environment to the physical per-

formance conditions of people so that inappropriate 

workloads in the pursuance of work activities are 

avoided from the outset if at all possible. At the 

same time, individual physical peculiarities as well 

as health and constitutional limitations of the indi-

vidual employees must be taken into consideration. 

The ergonomic design of the workplace is particu-

larly important for older workers as the effi ciency of 

the senses as well as physical strength and speed 

decline with age. A new design of the workplace 

which reduces workloads and may be necessary for 

an older employee with health problems can, at the 

same time, be a health care measure for younger 

employees. The use of technical, strength-increas-

ing work aids, for example, can help to prevent the 

physical overtaxing of older workers. And at the 

same time, such aids can also reduce the physical 

load situations of younger employees and therefore 

develop a preventive effect. 

The reduction in ergonomic risk factors is of key 

importance in view of the still widespread physi-

cal workload situations in the industrial and service 

sectors. According to the results of a representative 

study conducted in 2004 by the “New Quality of 

Work” Initiative, 31.4% of the employees questioned 

in Germany indicated “at least one inappropriate 

physical load situation” and 48.1% “several inappro-

priate physical load situations” in their work. 63.7% 

of those surveyed also mentioned stresses from 

the working environment (Fuchs 2006). According to 

this study, it is also typical of workers who believe 

they are unable to pursue their current activity until 

retirement age that they report to an extremely high 

degree of “generally heavy physical stresses during 

their previous work biographies” (Kistler et al. 2006). 

The following catalogue contains a compilation of 

health-critical physical stresses, requirements placed 

on ergonomic workplace design and sensible adap-

tation action. It was developed by Waneen Spiriduso 

for American industry but can equally be applied to 

European companies. 
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Age-relatedphysiological 
and psychological change Adaptation of workplace andworking environment

1. Restricted movement of the 
joints, reduced elasticity of 
tendons and ligaments

Avoid jobs which require or already have:
Activities with raised arms. Prolonged, unaccustomed body postures 

Twisted spinal columns 

Work with considerable bending of the hand joint to exert force using tools 

Note:
Positioning of objects, control equipment, monitors to minimise prolonged 

twisting of the body, bending forwards and stooping

The machine equipment is to be adapted to suit the individual body size:

  –  in vehicles 

  –  in the offi ce 

Design of the seats to reduce vibrations 

Low-frequency vibrations (trucks, construction machinery, building tools)

Major strains of the hand joints when performing work

2. Reduction in strength Avoid:
Control equipment and tools which require great force 

Lifting, lowering, pushing, pulling and carrying loads 

Lifting loads > 20% of the maximum strength of a young worker

Fast lifting 

Design workfl ows so that 
a load can be carried close to the body

the task does not require any excessive bending, stooping or twisting the 

spinal column

there are enough breaks between the individual work tasks

a good stance and a stable position are possible 

Note:
Correct instruction for the employees in Lifting and carrying

3. Reduced physical functional 
capacity 

Note:
Activities with an increased amount of energy should not exceed an oxygen 

consumption of 0.7 (men) or 0.5 (women) I/min

4. Reduced perception and 
decision-making capability

 Attention defi ciencies
 Memory defi ciencies 
 Diffi culties with mental 

implementation

Provide:
longer training periods 

supplementary practice with written work instructions

videos which show the work performance required 

increase in the signal-noise ratio at the workplace

allocation of older workers to tasks where the work is performed with 

foresight rather than as a reaction

tasks which require a good mixture of empirical knowledge and further 

training

5. Poor vision
 Focus 
 Seeing colours (blue/green), 

poor vision

Provision of:
50 % more lighting for employees between 40 and 55 years of age

100 % more lighting for employees over 55

increased contrast on displays and measuring instruments

larger writing and symbols on monitors and displays

reduction in dazzle 

remove blue/green differentiation from the range of signals

6. Heat incompatibility Prevent:
overheating at the workplace

7. Less cold compatibility Maintenance of:
optimal workplace temperatures

Introduction and use of clothing to protect against the cold
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Age-relatedphysiological 
and psychological change Adaptation of workplace andworking environment

8. Poor hearing Increase the:
signal-noise ratio for tasks which contain signal-dependent instructions

9. Greater frequency of 
disorders of the lumbar 
vertebral column 
(low-back pain)

Provide:
training programmes on prevention of low-back pains

appropriate risks at work 

dissemination of basic knowledge on body reaction patterns

special work instructions to prevent this 

design work activities so that back disorders are minimised

prevention of complaints and injuries in leisure activities

10. Increased risk of falling and 
slipping

Elimination of:
slippery work paths 

footstep markings on ramps

adequate lighting of the workplace

11.  Slower treatment 
(rehabilitation) for injuries 
and illnesses

Permit:
   – gradual return to full workload

   – rotation between light and heavy work to facilitate familiarisation 

 with the work demands

Provision of information material on sensible rehabilitation and return to 

work

12. Higher workload Prevent working in a rush
grant the employees the chance to check their workload 

stress work accuracy in contrast to working speed

13. Tendency towards inactivity Provide:
  – an in-house and/or external fi tness programme

Encourage the employees to make use of this programme

Source: Ilmarinen/Tempel 2002
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2.2  Health programmes

The purpose of an ergonomic design of the work-

place and working environment is to create a health-

promoting change in company structures and condi-

tions. At the same time – as the other side of the 

coin so to speak – a health-conscious behaviour of 

every individual is important so that the employees 

remain effi cient in the long term. Company health 

programmes with which healthy behaviour of the 

workers is to be promoted aim in this direction. Like 

measures relating to workplace ergonomics, they 

belong to the classic repertoire of corporate occupa-

tional safety and health. 

Middle-aged and elderly workers of all people are 

an important target group in this respect: Physical 

complaints occur – on average – more frequently 

with them than among the younger workers and they 

tend to experience the limits of their own physical 

capabilities sooner. Therefore, from a certain age up-

wards employees are often more easily approached 

and they are more interested in “health issues” than 

when they were young. 

Physical effi ciency, as explained above, can be in-

fl uenced to a large extent by a person’s individual 

lifestyle and working habits. For example, muscle 

strength can be trained just like the maximum intake 

of oxygen and can therefore reach a high level even 

in old age. Individual fi tness training – fostered by 

company health programmes – can help to offset or 

counteract age-related physical degeneration proc-

esses (at least up to a retirement age of max. 67 

years). 

Company health programmes cover a wide range of 

different activities, which include:

■ Regular checks of the state of the workers’ 

health (for example, occupational medical health 

check-ups and health care examinations); 

■ Training courses where employees are informed 

about how they can retain and promote their 

own physical effi ciency – also outside the factor 

gate (for example, seminars on nutrition, stop-

smoking programmes);

■ “Wellness activities” (for example, a company 

fi tness centre, factory sports, massages);

■ Communication of coping strategies, i.e. 

strategies for coping with work requirements 

as productively as possible (for example, stress 

management, burnout prevention).

With such company programmes the personal re-

sources of the employees can be strengthened to 

stay healthy. Moreover, programmes which support 

the workers in performing their work activities with 

less stress and less impact on their health make 

sense. Worth mentioning in this connection are, for 

example, training courses on “correct” sitting, work-

ing at a screen or lifting and carrying loads. 

In order, for example, to prevent tension in the shoul-

ders and neck in desk work, not only ergonomically 

designed offi ce furniture is important. It must also 

be used to suit the body: The aim is to keep the back 

relaxed and straight, repeatedly change the sitting 

position (dynamic sitting), stand up now and again 

and move around, take regular breaks from working 

at a screen etc. As is well known, certain rules apply 

to lifting and carrying loads so as not to impact on 

health, such as “Carry loads as close as possible 

to the body”, “Never twist the torso when lifting” 

or “Always lift with both arms evenly in front of the 

body.” 
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Health-conscious behaviour at the workplace also 

comprises other aspects. For example, it includes 

orientation according to which technical lifting aids at 

the workplace are used as expansively as possible or 

help from colleagues is offered as a matter of course 

when handling loads. Health awareness is at its 

most effective as a “constant work companion” but 

it cannot be created throughout a company and not 

in the short term “at the press of a button”. Rather is 

it thwarted and superimposed by contrary individual 

and company objectives (for example, maximum 

possible performance, highest possible pay). 

Nevertheless, health-conscious behaviour can be 

promoted: For example, as part of health workshops 

or health circles. More emphasis can be placed on 

behaviour-related health risks and possibilities of a 

health-promoting lifestyle and work can be explained 

and examined together in talks with colleagues and 

in sharing experience. 

 C O M P A N Y  E X A M P L E

Urban public transport of the city of Munich/Germany: 
Stress management and fi tness training for older drivers

The health programme of the Munich transport enterprises, which was already initiated in 
1993, was aimed at reducing the high rates of driving incapacity and absenteeism of the 
drivers and increase the time they stayed with the transport companies. It comprised 20 
health days at intervals of 12 days in a so-called “health park” of the Munich adult educa-
tion centre during working hours on full pay. Every year 96 drivers who had reached a high 
age or had given long service to the company were selected to attend. 
Key modules of the health days were: 

Training of physical capacity and stamina; 
Mental techniques to reduce timetable stress;

“Anti-irritation” training, for example with regard to unpleasant passengers, in role 
games and sharing experience;
Self-experience units and trance exercises to promote relaxation.

An evaluation of the programme over four years showed, among other things, a clear 
improvement in the health and well-being of the participants as well as a reduction in 
absenteeism and rates of driving incapacity. 
In 2003 the programme was extended to include other employees of the transport enter-
prises. 20 health days are still being organised for each of the participating groups but 25% 
of the time is no longer regarded as working time. The focus of the activities has shifted 
from the psychosocial units to the physical exercises, movement and training. 

–
–

–

–

Source: Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsschutz und Arbeitsmedizin, 2004
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2.3  Further training 

Intensive, job-fl anking further training is regarded as 

one of the most promising strategies to promote the 

work ability and employability of workers. As far back 

as in 1999 and 2000 the EU Commission demanded 

the member states to take action on constant qualifi -

cation in line with a policy of “active ageing” in view 

of the demographic change. 

The employment rates both of the 25 to 44-year-

olds and those of the 55 to 64-year-olds, both men 

and women, are sharply increasing in all former 15 

member states of the European Union in line with 

their level of qualifi cations. At the same time, those 

who have better qualifi cations have better chances 

to fi nd a job and remain employed even after their 

55th birthday (Bosch/Schief 2005).

In companies the deployment possibilities for the 

workers are expanding and increasing the more 

comprehensive their know-how is. In fi elds of activity 

which tend to demand mental rather than physical 

effort it is possible to still work even in old age. At 

the same time, qualifi cations protect against becom-

ing overstretched in that cognitive requirements can 

be coped with more easily and without any stress. 

They therefore serve to maintain health directly and 

represent an important health resource.

However, knowledge becomes obsolete increasingly 

faster in our “knowledge society”. Technical change 

happens at an accelerated rate and the demands on 

qualifi cations and innovative skills are constantly ris-

ing. The knowledge acquired in initial training remains 

relevant and suffi cient for the job in question for an 

ever shorter time span. Therefore, it will become 

ever more important to continuously keep one’s own 

competencies in line with the developments taking 

place in the relevant occupation and company. 

Further training programmes can serve to:

■ keep the professional, methodical and social 

know-how necessary for the work activities 

performed up to date (maintaining qualifi cations),

■ be able to satisfy changed requirements in one’s 

own fi eld of work (adaptation qualifi cations),

■ be able to pursue new work activities (future 

qualifi cations).

According to the results of studies, the participation 

rates of older workers in formally organised further 

training programmes decreases with age, but not 

so much as is often assumed. People with higher 

qualifi cations not only use the opportunity in younger 

years but also after their 45th birthday of continuing 

to learn and refreshing their qualifi cations (cf. Expert 

Commission “Financing Lifelong Learning” 2004, 

p. 116). On the other hand, semi-skilled and unskilled 

workers in particular and also executive employees 

who have gained few qualifi cations at a young age 

and even less when older. 

However, today’s older workers in some cases have 

specifi c knowledge gaps and a need to catch up in 

the fi eld of EDP and IT. Therefore, targeted training 

courses, for example on the standard applications on 

a PC, Internet and e-mail, CAD or SAP, are important 

for older workers so that they are not left behind 

by or can catch up again with today’s technological 

standards. Here it appears expedient to hold such 

courses for experienced workers in particular. If fur-

ther training takes place in standard courses where 

both young and old come together, a loss of motiva-

tion and a feeling of failure can very quickly arise if 

learning progresses more quickly.

Otherwise special company programmes are not 

absolutely necessary for older employees to obtain 



50

 C O M P A N Y  E X A M P L E

qualifi cations. The aim is rather to address them just 

as younger employees with regard to further training 

programmes and include them equally in courses 

and seminars on offer. The guideline would therefore 

be an age-independent company qualifi cations policy 

for all ages. However, further training programmes 

only bear fruit if what is learned can also be subse-

quently introduced into the employees’ work, i.e. if it 

is of benefi t to their further career. 

Special qualifi cations concepts and programmes 

are not in general necessary for “older” workers 

but for employees not accustomed to learning. If 

employees are not accustomed in their everyday 

working lives to facing new challenges, they have, 

as experience shows, major diffi culties in coping 

again with learning situations. In such cases it is 

expedient to hold special further training courses for 

this group of workers where they are re-introduced 

to learning and where learning picks up from their 

individual level of knowledge. As less qualifi ed peo-

ple frequently work in fi elds with particularly high 

physical or mental stresses and as jobs with low 

qualifi cation requirements are being increasingly 

shed in companies, special qualifi cation offers are 

particularly important for the target group of those 

unaccustomed to learning. 

Kaco/Germany: Qualifi cation of semi-skilled assembly workers 

to become “parts fi nishers”

Kaco is a parts supplier with approx. 500 employees, 40% of whom are women. The classic jobs of unskilled 
and semi-skilled workers in the assembly shop were severely cut back as part of the company restructuring 
process and the qualifi cations requirements for the remaining work increased substantially: Instead of 
manual parts handling priority nowadays is plant monitoring, fault elimination and quality assurance. 

“Further training instead of dismissal”; under this motto the company is searching with the workers for new 
approaches to overcome the change in requirements. For ten years semi-skilled assembly workers have 
been qualifi ed to skilled workers, i.e. “parts fi nishers”, alongside their jobs. The special aspect: long-serving 
employees, for example a 52-year-old, are participating. 
The course, last completed in 2004, was part of a model project sponsored by state and EU funds. The 
subsidies paid for the direct training costs. The qualifi cation programme lasted 15 months and ended in an 
examination before the Chamber of Industry and Commerce. 
The participants were on average released for 60 to 70% of their working time to learn. As they remained 
working in their jobs for the remaining time, they were able to maintain the connection to their work and 
their colleagues. Almost the entire training programme was held in the works, including the theoretical 
lessons. 

“Back to school again” was initially very tedious and strenuous for the workers. Learning had to be learned 
again. What was important for these involved was that they were encouraged and supported by those 
responsible for human resources and the works council. 
All participants passed the examination. Many continue their usual activity after further training but on the 
basis of their new knowledge with more contextual understanding and with better quality results. Others 
have assumed additional new work such as control and maintenance activities and, as a result, learning in 
the work process continues. Moreover, the certifi cate acquired is regarded as an entrance ticket to higher 
positions in the company as soon as appropriate positions have to be fi lled. 
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In retrospect, almost all participants – in spite of 
initial scepticism – are proud that they underwent 
further training. And, in the experience of those re-
sponsible for human resources, they have gained 
a lot more confi dence and self-awareness. The 
company in turn has gained qualifi ed workers and 
it did something to safeguard its need for skilled 
workers in the future.

Source: Morschhäuser 2005 b

It is of key importance, not only but particularly with 

regard to older workers and those unaccustomed to 

learning, to design further training programmes to 

suit the adult audience and the type of participants. 

The following description by Markus Stöckl from the 

Institute of Technology and Education of Bremen 

university shows what has to be noted.

Age-appropriate didactics – Guidelines 

■  Include the participants in the design of the courses and material!

According to the perception of adult education which sees the independence of its 
participants as a precondition, approach and objective, the older people learning should 
be included as co-designers of educational programmes.

■  Break down prejudices against the ability to learn and the effi ciency of older 
workers!

Prejudices about the ability to learn and the effi ciency of older workers frequently lead 
to motivational barriers and obstacles to learning owing to a lack of self-confi dence in 
their own ability to learn. Prejudices such as “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks“ 
must therefore be discussed in the courses and eliminated by scientifi cally backed 
counter-arguments.

■  Use activating methods of learning and teaching!

Activating methods of learning and teaching should be used more in the qualifi cation 
programmes. Classic teacher-oriented lessons must be avoided if possible as too 
strong a control by the teacher and the associated role of pupils are frequently per-
ceived as disturbing by older adults.

■  Communicate learning strategies!

Older workers unaccustomed to learning must frequently fi rst learn to learn. The 
teaching of material may have to be reduced to communicating methodological skills 
(learning strategies), i.e. learning methods must be expressly related to the subject 
matter of the qualifi cation course.

■  Guarantee personal advice and support!

Older workers would like more personal advice and support when learning. Therefore, 
“team teaching” is to be recommended to the course organisers. The number of partici-
pants should not exceed six to eight people per teacher.

■  Incorporate prior knowledge of the participants!

Prior knowledge plays a crucial role in learning. Therefore, access to the learning material 
should be made easier for older workers by creating analogies and using examples of 
what they already know.   
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■  Communicate connections, structure learning material and reduce complexity!

It has proved necessary with older workers, particularly at the start of qualifi cation 
programmes, for knowledge to be communicated to them in an overall context, for a well 
organised break-down and good structuring of the teaching material to be provided and for 
complexity of the material to be reduced.
Use learning tasks close to reality!
The following aspects must be taken into account in the age-appropriate design of tasks:

Tasks which closely refl ect reality and have a strong connection to life and/or the 
world of work of the older workers should be used.
In principle, in designing the tasks, making things too easy or too diffi cult should be 
avoided. 
A broad range of tasks of varying complexity must be offered and adapted to suit the 
needs of each older participant.
Every single task should be structured like a complete work order. Subsequent tasks 
should contain, as much as possible, the requirements previously set and, in addition, 
new requirements.

–

–

–

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/ Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Arbeitgeberverbände 2003

2.4  Work organisation

In order to boost the qualifi cations of employees, 

there is not only a need for formal, institutionalised 

further training courses. On the contrary, the work 

itself must be designed to promote learning. The 

“integration of work and learning” is required.

“Informal learning” can only take place when the 

work tasks to be performed by the employees 

repeatedly involve new challenges; learning in the 

process of working. This form of qualifi cation is the 

most widespread and most important way for most 

employees to continue to learn in their working lives 

(Baethge/Baethge-Kinsky 2004). In a direct examina-

tion of the work requirements, by observing and 

trying things out, and also by reading and talking with 

colleagues, knowledge and skills are introduced into 

the work and, at the same time, developed further.

Contrary to the general trend of rising demands 

on qualifi cations in the industrial and service sec-

tors, there is still, according to analyses available, a 

considerable amount of routine activity which will 

remain for the foreseeable future. The problem is 

that monotonous work goes hand in hand with high 

or one-sided physical strains. If employees perform 

work activities over a prolonged period where there 

is little or nothing to learn, qualifi cations which origi-

nally existed are lost. No new knowledge and skills 

are acquired and deployment possibilities of the 

employees increasingly diminish over time. Moreo-

ver, learning itself is forgotten and those affected 

lose confi dence in their own learning ability. In this 

connection this is also referred to as “wear through 

routine”.
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However, highly qualifi ed employees are not pro-

tected against de-qualifi cation owing to one-sided 

activities. This risk exists when skilled workers ad-

vance during their careers to specialists for very 

specialised products or processes which are only 

produced or used for a limited period. If their work 

focuses on the performance of such specifi c work 

over a long time, they lose sight of current develop-

ments in their profession and they can no longer 

understand them. This results in defi cits in the latest 

expertise and skills relevant to their profession while 

their special competence will at some time no longer 

be in demand. 

It is by no means rare for employees to perform the 

same work in companies for a long period of time. 

Workers with low qualifi cations in particular often 

remain in the jobs for which they were employed 

for many years. As long as employees can cope 

with the work they perform, there appears to be no 

reason to deploy them elsewhere. Company staff 

deployment patterns are generally geared to short-

term effi ciency criteria. In many cases they adhere to 

the motto, which does not exactly promote learning: 

“Everyone does what he can do best and fastest”. 

Familiarisation, further training and familiarisation 

periods are initially saved in this way. And often the 

workers themselves are frightened of new demands 

and want to keep to their routines.

By contrast, in order to promote qualifi cations, health 

and employability in a more long-term perspective, it 

is recommended for employees of all age groups 

to repeatedly familiarise themselves with new work 

activities. 

In this connection the question of how work is or-

ganised and how work activities are distributed to 

the employees is of key importance. For example, 

new skills and abilities can be developed at work, the 

learning ability maintained and the range of deploy-

ment of the workers increased through a change in 

activity, varied work or job enrichment. The change 

in stress ensuing from a variety of activities and 

demands can, at the same time, serve to maintain 

health.

However, the aim must be to fi nd a “happy medium” 

when changing work activities. High demands on 

fl exibility, the transfer of many and different work 

tasks (“multitasking“), can also lead to overstretch-

ing and stress.

3M/Germany: Job rotation

The American company 3M (Minnesota Mining & Manufacturing Company) has specialised 
in joining and insulation, for example, grinding agents, adhesives and fi lms. In 1951, 3M 
Deutschland was founded with its head offi ce in Neuss. Of the total of more than 3,000 
employees over 50% work in production and storage functions. 
3M is one of a few of companies which offers job rotation for the entire company as a 
tool for continuous staff development. After about 2 - 4 years a worker changes from one 
position to another. The rotation programmes are used both for career planning and for the 
acquisition of new qualifi cations in the industrial sector. The job change may also involve a 
different location in the international company.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung 2002
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Another possibility to promote variety and learning at 

work is provided by group work. This form of staff de-

ployment extends the possible range of activities for 

the individual and different tasks can be performed 

alternately in the team. Prolonged, one-sided strains 

are avoided, new knowledge and skills are acquired, 

and fl exibility and learning ability are trained. At the 

same time, group work offers improved possibilities 

to learn from colleagues and support one another. If 

“the chemistry” is right between the group members, 

social cohesion and support contribute to the physi-

cal and mental health of the individual. 

However, this form of work organisation often in-

volves specialisations and one-sided work of group 

members. The possibilities for developing competen-

cies are often not exploited. And group work can also 

contribute to the exclusion – instead of integration 

– of older, less effi cient employees.

Group work does not develop automatically in an age-

appropriate direction. To this end it must be carefully 

planned and organised. Key factors in this are, for 

example: 

■ the composition of the group tasks (as varied 

a range of tasks as possible, existence of light 

work); 

■ the composition of the team (balanced propor-

tion of employees with health disorders or with 

diminished capabilities in the group, social 

stability);

■ time latitude or defi ned times for qualifi cation 

processes and group talks;

■ regulation of pay and performance benefi cial to 

learning and health (rewarding fl exibility, allowing 

for qualifi cation times in staff assessment);

■ an atmosphere of acceptance and reciprocal 

support in the groups.

When well organised, group work opens up latitude 

to take into account the different potential and indi-

vidual preferences of the individual group members 

and a possibly lower resilience of older workers 

through an appropriate distribution of the tasks. 

2.5  Development planning and new staff 

development approaches 

In view of a longer working life in future the demand 

for continuous career development planning is gain-

ing in signifi cance. Nowadays, the aim is not only for 

working people in their younger years to thoroughly 

consider before choosing a profession what they 

“will become”, what training they undergo and what 

career direction they want to adopt. The requirement 

to plan and actively shape a career future is also aris-

ing increasingly among the middle-aged and older 

workers. To maintain employability, it is important, 

especially for workers after a longer period of em-

ployment, to repeatedly consider and refl ect where 

they stand in their careers and what further develop-

ment steps should be taken. 

Companies can support the personal development 

planning of their employees with the use of special 

tools and processes. These can, for example, be in the 

form of staff appraisal talks which are today already 

practised in companies, for example under headings 

like “development”, “orientation” or “talks about the 

future”. They serve both to determine the qualifi cation 

level of the workers and their qualifi cation and devel-

opment interests as well as to plan career changes. 
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The way in which the talks are held is key to their 

success. Good preparation is essential for this. In 

larger companies it is advisable to develop prepara-

tion talk guidelines for those who are to conduct 

such talks (the supervisors as a rule) and for the 

employees. Moreover, it may be expedient to train 

the supervisors in advance in dialogue-based com-

munication and in holding talks (especially if they 

are younger than the people they are talking to). 

Furthermore, on the introduction of development 

talks, it is recommended to agree on a pilot phase 

and form a project group. It establishes jointly the 

topics of discussion and the procedure for the talks, 

evaluates initial experience and, if necessary, revises 

the concept.

One important aspect of the talks is to help the em-

ployees to question their career situations, identify 

their potential and need for further training and to 

articulate and concretise their ideas on their further 

careers. 

Another but more complicated procedure to sup-

port a personal development plan is the provision 

of workshops on career assessment. A number of 

companies, especially major concerns, specifi cally 

offer the over-40s the chance to attend such events. 

They are generally held externally over two or three 

days and have a professional moderator. Occupa-

tional strengths and weakness of the participants 

are examined in an exchange of experience with 

colleagues of the same age group. The professional 

career and the current work situation are examined, 

development prospects are worked out and career 

moves planned. The focus here is on what the 

employees can do themselves to fashion their own 

career situation to be more interesting or less stress-

ful and “more healthy”.

Migros/Switzerland:

The Midlife Power Programme

Migros-Genossenschafts-Bund is a service company of the largest retail chain in Switzerland. Here the 
“Midlife Power Programme“ was developed to target the age group of the 45-50s. The programme aims at 
counteracting inner resignation of long-serving employees and supporting them to see where they stand 
professionally and, if necessary, set themselves new targets in the second half of their careers. 

The heart of the Midlife Power Programme is a series of workshops which have an external moderator and, 
in some cases, are held outside the company. The costs are borne by the company and the participants are 
released from work. Professionally coached and in intensive exchanges of experience with people of the 
same age, the individual’s skills are determined, the past career analysed and development possibilities in 
the relevant job and occupation sounded out. According to statements of some participants, the workshops 
have a triggering function. “Many ideas are already there beforehand,” according to one female employee, 

“but somehow they couldn’t be implemented and really tackled.” The change steps of the employees head 
in many directions: further training programmes, a change of position, new focal points set in the previous 
job, and steps forward towards an improved work-life balance.  
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One important factor for the success of the programme is that those responsible for HR and executives 
subsequently support the employees with the exchange projects they develop in the seminars. And another 
precondition is that the company actually offers career development possibilities. Here, Migros, the largest 
Group, offers a comparatively wide variety of occupational further training and change opportunities. 

Source: Morschhäuser 2005 b

Personal development planning can only be success-

ful if, at the same time, there are development pos-

sibilities and offers in the company. The ideal way to 

age in working life with qualifi cations and in a healthy 

way is to have a career. According to Behrens (1999), 

these “requirements, incentives and stresses order 

themselves in a work biography in such a way that 

a working life can be frequently achieved up to the 

statutory age of retirement – even if the individual ac-

tivity can only be performed in a limited period.” This 

very approach is only open to middle-aged workers  

today to a very limited extent: While the proportion 

of 35-to-50-year-olds in the working population has 

sharply increased in recent years, the hierarchies in 

the companies have, at the same time, become fl at-

ter as a consequence of new company organisation 

concepts. The “middle-aged” therefore do not have 

the premature departure or the career promotion 

options of today’s older generation. 

In view of this situation new staff development 

approaches are required in the shape of horizontal 

career design and specialised careers (Morsch häuser 

2006). The focus here is on the long-term shaping of 

work biographies whereas the “work organisation 

which promotes learning” tended to be an ageing-

appropriate allocation of tasks and staff deployment 

planning in a “here and now” approach.

New staff development concepts are required 

especially for employees who perform physically or 

mentally hard work which can only be carried out, as 

experience shows, for a “limited period of the activ-

ity” but not until retirement without major health 

risks. With regard to particularly hard and strenu-

ous work, it may also be advisable and expedient 

to agree from the outset on a limited staying time 

for those who work under such conditions and to 

subsequently offer them new deployment chances 

in the company.

The systematic planning of new staff development 

approaches can, for example, involve employees 

changing from one fi eld of work in a company to 

another (for example from assembly to logistics). It 

is equally possible to offer specifi c specialisation in 

the regular fi eld of work (e.g. development of skilled 

carers into specialists for the treatment of bed sores 

or for caring for people with dementia). Temporary 

projects, long-term rotation concepts or temporary 

deployment in a new fi eld of work offer career devel-

opment possibilities for the employees.

For older employees it is recommended to increas-

ingly provide and develop such fi elds of activity where 

they can introduce and develop their experience and 

the skills they have acquired during their working 

lives. The following can be considered, for example 

as new and sensible “work roles” for employees 

with many years of work experience: quality assur-

ance, maintenance, servicing, customer contact or 

the transfer of knowledge.
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Examples of fi elds of activity for which workers should have reached 

a certain age 

Fields of work to exploit the potential of healthy and effi cient older workers:

■ Managerial functions as they require work experience, a knowledge of company circumstances, 

experience of life, assertiveness, awareness of responsibility and social skills

■ Trainer, teacher, coach, mentor and the like – also for the continuous or temporary familiarisation of 

younger workers or new recruits

■ Being able to negotiate with customers, suppliers, business associates in procurement and sales 

owing to better acceptance and appropriate presentation outside the company

■ Accounting activity, secretarial work, cash register activity, documentation activities, controlling activi-

ties, activities as part of quality management and other activities where the focus is on trustworthi-

ness, accuracy and reliability

■ Activities for organising complex workfl ows involving a high degree of social and organisational co-

ordination, e.g. the management of complex projects

■ Co-ordination activities which necessitate empirical knowledge in the form of knowledge of company 

workfl ows and skills of employees

If older workers are selectively deployed to transfer 

their knowledge and skills systematically to younger 

employees – for example in the form of so-called 

“tandems”, “coaches” or “mentoring models” – this 

strategy meets several HR challenges at the same 

time: New development prospects arise for the 

older workers while, at the same time, the transfer 

of know-how between the generations is ensured. 

However, one precondition is that the learning proc-

ess between young and old is well planned and 

organised (e.g. clear agreements on leaving the job 

and on the further employment of the older workers, 

time resources, recognition, possibly also fi nancial 

rewards for the transfer activity). 

Source: Köchling 2002
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2.6  Organisation of working time

The organisation of working time involves a multi-

layer action plan: This relates to both the location 

and duration of the working time and its distribution, 

related to the single working day and over the entire 

working life. For example, too highly compacted 

working time as well as shift work, especially pro-

longed and frequent night shifts, are “critical” to 

health and age. 

Approaches for organising healthy breaks and shift 

work are discussed in the following. Subsequently, 

models of long-term fl exible working time organisa-

tion are dealt with against the backdrop of a longer 

working life in the future. 

In order to adapt the work demands to the capabili-

ties of older workers, the design of breaks deserves 

special attention. The following applies as a guiding 

rule according to the relevant Codes of Practice: If 

the relaxation times follow in short intervals and 

therefore the cycles of work-related stress become 

shorter, their relaxation value increases (Oppol zer 

2006). It has also been proven that older workers 

need more breaks than younger workers in order to 

recover from the stresses of work. The more strenu-

ous the work is in the physical or mental respect, the 

greater the need will be for scattered break times. 

Even micro-breaks of only one or a few minutes have 

an important recovery effect. 

The crucial aspect for the effectiveness of breaks is 

that they follow as quickly as possible after heavy 

physical work or particularly pronounced stress 

phases. Too early breaks help little to cope with work 

whereas too late breaks equally lose effectiveness 

(Ilmarinen/Tempel 2002). It applies in general that 

the staff deployment, especially as regards older 

workers, should be regulated, if at all possible, so 

that they can complete their workload in accordance 

with their individual time rhythm. 

As regards the timing of the working hours, working 

night shifts above all involves increased health risks. 

Man is by nature active by day: During the day the or-

ganism is set for exertion and performance, at night 

it is geared to relaxation and quiet. This biological 

rhythm, also called the “Circadian rhythm”, cannot be 

reversed. Anyone who has to work at night, demands 

energy from his body for the increased adaptation 

effort in addition to the actual work – in the long term 

a considerable strain on the body. Employees who 

work in night and alternating shifts suffer more often 

from sleeplessness, internal unrest, nervousness, 

depression, illnesses of the stomach/intestinal tract 

and cardiovascular diseases. Moreover, the risk of an 

accident is higher during night and shift work.

According to studies available, it is even more diffi cult 

for older workers than younger ones to adapt to an 

“unnatural” sleep/awake rhythm. Shift workers who 

are over 40 years of age have an increased risk of 

sleeplessness and they are affected more frequently 

than younger workers by coronary heart diseases 

and depression (Ilmarinen/Tempel 2002).

It would be best, in order to promote health, to limit 

the amount of shift work and reduce it to a neces-

sary minimum. This can, for example, mean offering 

workers from a certain age onwards or after a certain 

time of working at nights to change back to a normal 

shift and therefore limit the duration of stress effects 

of shift work.
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Recommendations on the 

organisation of shift work

The number of consecutive night shifts should 
be as low as possible.
A phase of night shifts should be followed by 
as long a period of rest as possible. It should 
under no circumstances be less than 24 hours.
Weekend free time en bloc is better than 
single free days at the weekend.
Shift workers should have as much free time 
as compensation as possible.
Unfavourable shift sequences should be 
avoided, i.e. always rotating forwards.
The early shift should not start too early.
The night shift should end as early as possible.
Rigid starting times should be dispensed with 
in favour of individual preferences.
The concentration of working days or working 
times on one day should be restricted

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

Source: Beermann 1997

If shift work and above all night shift work is unavoid-

able, the task is to regulate the shift rhythm and the 

shift sequences to minimise the impact on health. 

From a work scientifi c point of view, short rotating 

shift changes and as low a number of interspersed 

night shifts as possible appear advisable. However, 

in organising shift work, individual preferences of the 

workers must also be taken into account; after all, 

they also govern their well-being and health. There 

is no generally applicable, ideal shift plan but every 

specifi c shift organisation must allow for both com-

pany and individual interests. 

Polyfelt/Austria: From four to fi ve-shift operations

Polyfelt is a geotextile producer with production sites in Austria, France and Malaysia. 
Production in Linz was changed from four to fi ve-shift operations in 2000. 
The new shift model is based on a 35-hour week with a “regularly irregular” shift rhythm 
which repeats itself every fi ve weeks. In addition to longer recovery periods from three to 
four days between the shift blocks and a reduction in the night shifts from eight to six per 
month, the weekend free time is also substantially increased. As a result, the employees 
have on average at least every third weekend free and in this way family-friendliness was 
improved in shift operations. This shift rhythm greatly helps older workers in particular.

According to the results of an evaluation after four years, the shift workers report of:
a tremendous improvement in the quality of life,
more work being completed,
an improvement in the quality of work,
a reduction in stress,
a higher subjective level of health,
an improvement in regeneration due to a better quality of sleep and family-friendly 
working hours, resulting in a rise in staff satisfaction.

–
–
–
–
–
–

Source: www.arbeitundalter.at
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Other possibilities for reducing stress involve short-

ening the working time. In this way the duration 

of stress effects is reduced while, at the same 

time, more time remains for regeneration. A highly 

demanding activity where older workers, employed 

full-time, reach their limits can be overcome by them 

within a shorter time span, if necessary, without 

overtaxing them.

Models of working time reduction and fl exibilisation 

may relate to the single working day, the week, the 

year or even the entire working life, especially from 

demographic viewpoints. The concept of fl exible 

retirement is aimed at the last phase of working 

life: According to this model, from a certain age, 

which can be established individually and fl exibly, the 

working time is shortened in stages thus ensuring 

a slow transition into the post-employment phase 

(Bäcker/Naegele 1993). 

Changing from full-time work to retirement can 

take place over one or several part-time steps. The 

amount of work to be performed can be established 

individually within a range of possible working time 

reductions in line with the expected performance 

and preferences of the individual older workers. A 

premature deterioration in health can be avoided in 

this way. Moreover, the workers can use the free 

time they have gained in the later employment phase 

to prepare themselves for the period after employ-

ment and so prevent a potential crisis of doubt after 

an abrupt end to the employment activity. In this  

connection the introduction of long-time accounts 

can be used to save up working time in the long term 

in order to “exchange” it in old age for a successive 

reduction in working time.

However, in view of a longer period of gainful em-

ployment in the future, it may also be advisable and 

expedient to shorten the working time in phases 

especially for younger and middle-aged workers, or 

introduce sabbaticals over the working life. This may, 

for example, help the employees to acquire new 

occupational skills or qualify themselves for future 

career tasks – for example in connection with “spe-

cialised careers”. They can also be used to pursue 

more activities outside work, which is especially pro-

nounced among younger and middle-aged workers 

and which cannot be postponed – for example time 

for the family – to the phase of life after employ-

ment. Finally, “time-out” can also provide effective 

regeneration from the exertions of everyday working 

life and promote health. The aim is “decompaction” 

of the working time in a working life, which offers im-

proved opportunities to achieve a balance between 

working and living (“work-life balance”).

In conclusion, it can be stated that an all-embracing 

and generalised life working time concept can satisfy 

the variety of career patterns just as little as condi-

tions specifi c to professions and activities. Therefore, 

as many varied options and design possibilities as 

possible are to be recommended in the sense of 

“selected working time models” according to which 

workers can establish their work volume and its dis-

tribution individually according to the phase of life – 

allowing for the company’s needs. 
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2.7  Reintegration

As workers get older, the level of sickness-related 

absenteeism and days lost due to illness – taken 

as an average – rise considerably. This increase 

is mainly attributable to a rise in chronic illnesses 

(musculoskeletal diseases, cardiovascular diseases) 

which may start to evolve in younger years but do 

not manifest themselves until later in life. 

At the same time, the proportion of so-called work-

ers “with diminished capabilities” or “with an oc-

cupational disability”, i.e. workers with restrictions 

on their deployment certifi ed by a doctor, rises in 

many companies considerably as they get older. This 

applies in particular to fi elds of work involving high 

physical or mental workloads. 

Bearing in mind all the initiatives of preventive work-

place health promotion, it must be assumed that in 

the future many older workers will admittedly be 

in a position to pursue gainful employment but not 

necessarily with the usual work and performance 

demands. In addition to preventive strategies, there 

is therefore a need for integrative programmes and 

new concepts of reintegration in order to safeguard 

the employment of workers with health or constitu-

tional limitations in their range of deployment or to 

make it possible again.

This applies all the more so when fi elds of work with 

reduced workloads, which formerly served as niches 

or “easy jobs” to deploy older workers less able 

to cope with stress, have disappeared in the wake 

of outsourcing and streamlining. In many cases the 

demands on qualifi cations and performance at the 

relevant workplaces have also risen considerably. As 

a result, the rug has been pulled from under formerly 

common staff deployment strategies in many cases 

where allowance was made for the change in per-

formance of older workers. 

In order to reintegrate workers after an illness and 

prolonged absence back into the work process, 

medical rehabilitation programmes can play an im-

portant role in direct co-ordination between clinics 

and the company. Stress and work trials as well as 

gradual reintegration can facilitate the return of sick 

employees back to their workplace. 

If continued employment in the previous job is not 

possible – even using technical aids and making 

modifi cations –, the question arises regarding new 

deployment prospects for those affected. When look-

ing for a suitable job, not only should the limitations 

of the workers be allowed for but also their skills and 

potential. The question is therefore not only what the 

person affected cannot do (any more) but also what 

the person can do and what they could do – possibly 

after gaining qualifi cations – (from “defi cit” to “com-

petence orientation”). New deployment possibilities, 

as the case example shows, may also be opened up 

through organisational changes and a redefi nition of 

the work tasks. 
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Volkswagen/Germany: 

The cascade model 

If workers can only be deployed to a limited extent owing to health disorders, the automobile company 
Volkswagen Nutzfahrzeuge initially looks for approaches to continue to employ them in their job and in their 
long-standing work group – possibly with technical or organisational changes. If this is no longer possible, 
the “cascade model” comes into action: In a systematic process the foreman and then the sub-section 
manager, the departmental manager and fi nally the cost centre manager each examine the possibilities 
in their areas of responsibility to employ the person in question in line with their skills. This takes place in 
co-operation with the HR service centre and the occupational safety and health department. 
Contrary to general custom, a new attitude is adopted when examining deployment: If it is determined in 
works physician’s certifi cates what an employee can no longer do, a resource-oriented approach is applied 
to ascertain what the person can do and what previously untapped potential is available. 
If no suitable job is found for the person affected in this gradual search process, deployment in the 

“IntegrationWorks“ is considered, which was created in early 2003. This is not a separate department. 
Rather activities in the fi eld of factory maintenance were defi ned which can, in principle, be performed by 
workers with serious health limitations, including for example checking and maintenance work, “repair and 
maintenance assistance”, ordering and registration activities, painting and joinery work. In organisational 
terms these activities were assigned to the newly created cost centre “IntegrationWorks”. 
In some cases the work tasks were redefi ned in the department and distributed. For example, the control 
room activity for checking the plant status of the shell, previously the work of a highly qualifi ed maintenance 
worker, can also be performed by experienced “shell workers” with health impairments; as a result, the 
specialists gained more time for the on-site repair work. 
The activities in the “IntegrationWorks” are, by and large, highly regarded and produce value added. Any 
possible stigmatisation owing to the assignment of inferior work or to the separate location is avoided. 
Moreover, reduced working time of 30 hours per week was agreed to reduce stress for the Integration-
Works. Health activities agreed on with each individual employee as a physical rehabilitation programme 
are pursued at the same time.
The overriding aim is reintegration. Employment in the IntegrationWorks is always temporary. The main 
objective is to reinstate the work ability of the employees so much that they can return to the production 
sectors – if necessary supported by offers to obtain higher qualifi cations. 

Source: Bertelsmann-Stiftung/ Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Arbeitgeberverbände 2003

Standardised procedures are available to match 

the ability profi le of individual employees with the 

requirement profi le of jobs (in their current form). 

For example, the tool IMBA (integration of people 

with disabilities in the world of work) which was de-

veloped on behalf of the Federal Ministry of Health 

and Social Security in Germany and is also available 

in English (see www.imba-software.de). They can 

be helpful especially for large companies to identify 

suitable jobs for workers with limitations on their 

deployment and to avoid the risk of deploying the 

wrong person for the job. 



63

2.8  Corporate culture

One important prerequisite and general condition for 

an HR (development) policy which no longer places 

priority on young workers but older workers to an 

equal extent and which is geared to healthy and 

productive ageing in the work process is a respectful 

corporate culture. This involves values, standards and 

behaviour patterns in the company which are geared 

to diversity and, in general, to recognition and the 

promotion of the individual workers – regardless of 

whether young or old, German or foreign, male or 

female, handicapped or not. This contains a preju-

dice-free estimation of the capabilities of women, 

migrants, the disabled and the elderly. 

Long-term strategies to promote employability pro-

ceed from open, dialogue-oriented behaviour in the 

company which is characterised by:

■ a collegial and supportive atmosphere at the 

workplace;

■ a credible and participation-oriented leadership 

style;

■ basic openness of those responsible for HR to 

employees’ suggestions for improvement;

■ a willingness to take action in a fl exible and 

individual fashion;

■ sensitivity towards discrimination and assertive 

counteraction;

■ fostering the workers’ initiative and personal 

responsibility, which presupposes appropriate 

possibilities of the individual to take decisions 

and have an infl uence.

The key element of a “respectful corporate culture” 

is good and co-operative management behaviour. 

The behaviour of the direct supervisors has a crucial 

impact on the job satisfaction and work ability of 

employees. The fact that in the fi elds of management 

and corporate culture there is a need for improve-

ment in many companies is highlighted by a survey 

dating from the 1990s: According to this, between 

40% and 50% of the workers in the European Union – 

depending on age and gender – had not discussed 

any work-related problems with their supervisors 

in the preceding 12 months (cf. Ilmarinen/Tempel 

2002).

The requirements placed on the management behaviour towards 

ageing employees can be broken down into:

Attitudes Organisation of the workfl ows 

Negative/positive Static/dynamic
One’s own/others’ Changing use of strength 
assessment Individual solutions  

Forms of co-operation Communication skills

Hierarchical/team-oriented Information on forthcoming changes 
Own participation 
Support 
Willingness to discuss 
Free of prejudices and open

Source: Ilmarinen/Tempel 2002
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Company approaches and tools to promote an age-appropriate corporate culture and a supportive behaviour of 

the supervisors are, for example:

■ Development of corporate guidelines for an age-appropriate labour and HR policy covering all generations;

■ Workshops with supervisors to examine age stereotypes and to refl ect on one’s own policies and behav-

ioural patterns towards young and old;

■ Staff surveys on supervisors’ behaviour and feedback from executives.

 C O M P A N Y  E X A M P L E

Halifax/Great Britain: Age diversity

The British insurance company, Halifax, started over 20 years ago to implement an equal opportunities 
policy. The issue of age diversity has been an integral part of this since 1995. In addition to integrative 
orientation as a corporate objective, the aim expressly stated is to achieve competitive advantages with 
regard to the labour market and the customers’ perception of the company in this way.
The specifi c objectives not only include eliminating the age barriers in the company (including the previous 
retirement limit of 62 years) and breaking down attitudes towards the older workers. Supervisors are 
instructed in an “Age Code of Practice”. Successful solutions in the recruitment and support of older work-
ers are communicated in the company in its own discussion forum. And a “Recruit to Train” campaign offers 
further training courses on IT in particular to older workers. The oldest participant so far in this programme 
was 60 years of age.
The age issue is today a major element in the diversity policy and, in view of the change in the age structure, 
it is considered necessary to further expand appropriate activities. On its website Halifax hit the nail on the 
head: “To disregard the age shift was not an option“.

Source: www.efa-agediversity.org.uk/case-studies/halifax.htm
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3.  Good Practice: Development of holistic 

integrative strategies

The preceding chapter outlined the individual action 

plans to promote healthy and active ageing in compa-

nies. The activities and tools explained are not “new 

inventions”. They are already practised in numerous 

companies – both to “look after human resources” 

and from cost-effectiveness aspects – without them 

being necessarily viewed by the companies in a 

“demographic context”. However, the approaches are 

gaining in importance with regard to future ageing 

processes and longer working lives. 

Companies which are starting to develop concepts 

for productively managing the change in age struc-

ture are not starting from scratch. By systematically 

considering their starting situation, it becomes obvi-

ous in what fi elds of action they are already active 

and successful and where there are weaknesses 

and a priority need for action. One important result of 

the initial analysis in companies may be that greater 

importance is attached to HR tools and regulations 

on ageing issues which are already in place. In such 

cases the conclusion may be to further develop 

existing approaches and practise them in a more 

systematic or comprehensive way. 

On the other hand, it may equally turn out that 

standard, well-established procedures and staff 

deployment patterns in the company run counter to 

healthy ageing processes and need to be thoroughly 

reviewed. It is often the case that previous company 

“solutions” (for example, staff deployment according 

to the sole motto “Everyone does what he can do 

the best and fastest”) are themselves creating the 

“age problems” (for example, reduction in the deploy-

ment fl exibility of staff after a prolonged period of 

employment) which then in turn have to be solved.

 

Proceeding from the specifi c problems and the 

status of the previous labour and HR policy, every 

company must fi nd and then go its own way in 

dealing with ageing workforces. The aim is to set the 

right priorities and to initially concentrate on single 

selected plans of action. However, at the same 

time, there needs to be a holistic, integrative overall 

strategy so that individual actions can take effect and 

remain sustainable. 

A fundamental change in paradigms is required; 

away from the “youth culture” of previous decades 

towards a labour and HR policy embracing all gen-

erations which suits the future greater number of 

older employees and the longer working life. Such a 

change in paradigms requires intermeshing activities 

at different levels of action. It necessarily implies: 

■ A review of the working conditions with regard 

to the work ability and effi ciency of the employ-

ees and the maintenance of health;

■ The fostering of continuous further training 

parallel to employment, especially in the process 

of work;

■ The support of new starts in occupations also for 

middle-aged and older workers, which presup-

poses the conception of new HR development 

strategies as well as the fl exible organisation of 

working time and a recruitment and manning 

policy independent of age; 

■ The rethinking of negative age stereotypes and 

the (further) development of a corporate culture 

which is based on communication, can cope 

with confl icts and co-operation, and promotes 

personal responsibility with individual decision 

latitude.
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Integrative and preventive action plans intermesh 

in such a strategic reorientation. The integrative 

approaches comprise those which are geared to 

maintaining the employment of older workers. The 

preventive strategies ensure, in addition, that the 

health and employability of the workers is retained 

over their entire working lives.

The example of Voestalpine AG, which is described in 

detail below, shows what a holistic strategy can look 

like in a large company.

Voestalpine/Austria: The LIFE programme 

The global company, Voestalpine AG, is Austria’s largest industrial group with approx. 20,000 employees. Its 
core business is the production, further processing and sale of high-quality steel products. With the LIFE 
programme, Voestalpine is a pioneer in Austria as a company which is sensitised to demography.

“LIFE“ is a programme and not a project – a programme for a future-oriented HR policy with which the 
company is aggressively tackling the changes in age structure in the world of work.
The company is set on a course of growth: The development of new markets and increases in sales are 
objectives for the coming years just as a major increase in the workforce. In view of the “war of talents” 
forecast to obtain young skilled workers and the explicit political objective of increasing the employment rate 
of older workers in accordance with the directives of the European Union, a “three-generation company” 
is to be created. This is to be attractive both for young, middle-aged and older workers so that the former 
decide in favour of Voestalpine at the start of their careers and the latter remain longer at the company. 
What is the LIFE programme? It all began after a six-month analysis period and a Board resolution in May 
2002. Eight/Seven groups of experts were formed throughout the concern. They tackle the fi elds of action 
which are viewed as being particularly important from demographic aspects: corporate culture and staff 
development, staff controlling and HR marketing/recruiting, processes/ergonomics, health/fi tness, working 
time/pay and integration management (cf. Table 9).   
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Table 9: The LIFE programme of Voestalpine

At the same time, the managing directors of the individual companies of Voestalpine are requested, in line 
with target agreements, to work out a specifi c HR strategy for their respective site.
The expert groups are ideas workshops. Under the focal themes, concepts and procedures are developed 
on how “joie de vivre, inventiveness, fi tness and success” can also be experienced and supported with 
increasing age in the company. These four terms stand for LIFE (in German). 
Each team comprises representatives of the HR management, the works council and key corporate 
functions as well as the experts responsible for the subject (e.g. occupational physicians, labour lawyers, 
recruiters) from different works. Each group is headed by a mentor high up in the hierarchy. These mentors 
together form the “LIFE core group” in the sense of a steering committee. Here the draft concepts are 
discussed, supplemented, detailed and corrected. After “going through this shake-up process”, the “power 
promoters” involved decide whether and to what extent the proposed changes are implemented. 
The approach selected with LIFE is holistic and geared to the long term. As a result, concrete and harmo-
nised action is developed and implemented, for example: 

“Formula 33”, a concept according to which all employees can in future use at least 2% of their 
working time every year to undergo further training. This does not simply involve seminars but, for 

–
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example, job rotation or “trial weeks” in other departments. Therefore, the “Formula 33” campaign 
also stands for the “3 pillars of development”, i.e. “on, near und off the job“, for all 3 generations. 
A pilot project at the Linz factory where a plan is worked out in conjunction with 100 shift workers 
on what activities can be moved from night-time to daytime in order to reduce the night shift work 
for older employees; 
The maximum rise in the age limits for applicants both in in-house career planning and for external 
job advertisements.

In addition to the development and implementation of concrete projects, a broad-based discussion is 
organised with LIFE in the company about necessary age-appropriate changes to suit all generations involv-
ing the management as well as the works council, the executives and the workers. 
The company has created its own internal website and designed a series of posters for the in-house 
communication of the core objectives of LIFE and as support for the opinion-forming process; articles 
were published in staff magazines and newsletters, workshops and seminars were held for different target 
groups and even a cabaret show was staged on this subject. 
Key starting points to shape the world of work attractively for older workers are as follows, according to 
other statements of the programme promoters: 

the attitude of the executives and their approach towards the employees; 
innovative, creative tools and programmes, for example fl exible working time systems, 
staff appraisal talks, job rotation and 
the corporate culture as the “ground in which everything thrives“. 

The LIFE programme is supported and advanced jointly by the company management and the works council 
– under the patronage of the CEO. The initiative originated in the sector “strategic HR management”; the 
Institute for Workplace Health Promotion (IBG – health@work) conducted analyses beforehand, helped to 
develop the programme and supported the activities with advice. The active participation of the employees 
is an integral part of the programme. 
Agreement was reached at top management level that, in addition to fi nancial control factors focusing on 
short-term success, comprehensive measures for the long-term maintenance of the human resources 
represented important investments in the future and were therefore a key corporate objective even 
though they “are diffi cult to express in fi gures”. The fact that Voestalpine is traditionally characterised by 
a pronounced social responsibility to its employees also plays a role.

–

–

–
–

–

Sources: Bertelsmann Stiftung/Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Arbeitgeberverbände 2003

This company example illustrates that the change 

in age structure, with all its varied effects and chal-

lenges, requires a corresponding multi-layered ap-

proach. An overall package must be created. And 

an age-appropriate labour and HR policy is not a 

result that can be achieved in the short term but is a 

long-term process, an “open-end event” so to speak. 

This requires the commitment of different company 

stakeholders. 

The appropriate strategies require promoters and 

“attendants” to advance them; however, they can 

only achieve success to the extent that they are 

supported by the relevant resolutions of the manage-

ment and Board and by mission statements and 

fl anked by initiatives and activities of the skilled 

workers and executives as well as the employees 

and their representatives. 
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Steps for the successful implementation of the initiatives and measures 

Careful preparation which includes studies of recruitment trends and age profi les of the working 
population and labour market forecasts

Open communication with the employees in general and the target group in particular on the objec-
tives of the initiative, if necessary including seminars, workshops and circulars

Early involvement of trade unions, works councils and staff representatives

Early involvement of the older workers themselves

Information and sensitisation of the departmental managers

Gradual implementation including a pilot phase in which the initiative is tested and doubters can be 
convinced of its effectiveness (this may take place in a sub-section of the company which already 
meets certain conditions for the implementation of the initiative and can trigger a multiplier effect), 
regular checks and feedback so that the project can, if necessary, be modifi ed accordingly

Regular success reviews and assessment of the information gained from the feedback

Constant communication with all employees to exclude stigmatisation or a feeling of inferiority of 
older employees and to prevent differences of opinion and confl icts

Consideration of other aspects of the working environment, e.g. stressful activities which may 
prevent the objective set from being attained

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

Source: Walker 2000
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