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Abstract
Objectives: Current demographic trends, such as society aging, the spreading of chronic diseases, as well as early retirement choices, lead to the
dwindling labor market population. Taking into consideration the foregoing tendencies and their consequences, the issue of the shrinking labor
force resources seems to be the most important challenge for the labor market. In response to it, this paper identifies individual and institutional
causes of withdrawal from the labor market, and explores the views of Polish stakeholders on existing strategies for the occupational re-integration
of persons with chronic diseases (PwCDs). Material and Methods: Polish results of 2 European projects: “Participation to Healthy Workplaces
and Inclusive Strategies in the Work Sector” (the PATHWAYS project) and “The Collaborative Research on Aging in Europe” (COURAGE in
Europe) complemented each other. The cross-sectional population data and data from stakeholders’ interviews were used. Results: The authors
identified several causes which could encourage people to withdraw from the labor market before attaining the official retirement age at 3 different
levels: individual, occupational, and institutional. Although research has shown that the macro-level situation is crucial to staying occupationally
active, in Poland stakeholders have reported the lack of effective coordination in the implementation of policies for the occupational re-integration
of PwCDs. Conclusions: A decision to cease work prematurely reflects a combination of many different factors, such as individual determinates, work
characteristics, personal convictions, and systemic solutions. The study demonstrated that, despite the awareness of the dwindling resources of labor
force, the employment-related challenges faced by PwCDs as well as people who are close to the retirement age remain unaddressed. Int J Occup
Med Environ Health. 2019;32(5):695 – 721
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INTRODUCTION
Most European countries have to deal with 2 opposite
trends. On the one hand, there is a rise in life expectancy, which includes an increased number of healthy life
years (HLY), and improved people’s health conditions. On
the other hand, by 2030 every second resident of Western
Europe will have attained the age of 50, and every fourth
will be > 65 [1]. Those factors are involved especially in
the global process of population aging and, as a result, in
the dwindling resources of the working age population.
It seems that staying longer on the labor market should
be the natural consequence of these processes, and many
developed countries, in response to this trend, have implemented legislations to raise the official retirement age [2].
Nevertheless, people withdraw from the labor market even
before attaining that age, and the early retirement trend
seems to be spreading across European countries. It may be,
therefore, worth investigating why these opposite trends are
observed together and what lies behind this phenomenon.
The concept of early retirement
Retirement means withdrawal from one’s position or occupation, or from active working life, upon attaining the
age at which people are entitled to get their retirement
pay. The situation in which people withdraw from the
labor market, do not seek work, and also consider themselves retired, despite their age being below the official
retirement age, is defined as early retirement. To be more
precise, the definition of early retirement as used by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is as follows: “a situation when an individual decides to retire earlier and draw the pension benefits
earlier than their normal retirement age” [3]. In this paper, the authors focused on the Polish population and, in
view of the Polish legal solutions regarding retirement age
(65 for men and 60 for women), defined a person on early
retirement as a non-working retired man aged 50–64, and
a non-working retired woman aged 50–59.
696
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A decision to retire early is one of the most important decisions an individual can make during his or her lifetime:
retirement means lower earnings, but more time for yourself. It also marks the beginning of spending the retirement
resources accumulated throughout the working life.
There are various approaches to analyzing premature
withdrawal from occupational activity, but it is enough
to mention 3 of them. The first one is referred to as the
disengagement theory which views aging as a natural and
acceptable process of withdrawing or disengaging from
various social roles, activities, and relationships [4]. This
theory shows retirement as an acceptable and expected
behavior, so even people who are healthy should withdraw from occupational activity. A theory which encourages people to stay active is the theory developed by
Robert J. Havighurst as a response to the disengagement
theory of aging. The activity theory of aging assumes that
the more active older people are, the better. According
to Havighurst, successful aging means upholding, as far
and as long as possible, the activities and attitudes of
middle age [5]. In this approach, if a person decides to go
on retirement, it is very important for him or her to find
new activities to replace work. The third theory is the
continuity theory which assumes that older adults maintain their activities, lifestyles and relationships of the
past [6]. However, all these theories are too generalized
to explain transition to retirement [7]. Their evaluation
reflects attitudes to aging and retirement in societies, and
demonstrates how the concept of retirement has changed
over the years.
There are many factors which determine the pension system itself, the social acceptance of retirement decisions,
and the early retirement provisions which may accidentally encourage people to retire early [8]. One of these factors is the cultural age deadline – cultural constructions of
age at which certain events, e.g., transition to retirement,
should occur [9–12]. The society shows its expectations towards the age timetable, i.e., when is the right time to get
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married, have a child, work, and go on retirement. These
expectations can influence retirement decisions in 2 ways:
by encouraging people to withdraw from the labor market or by keeping them occupationally active as long as
possible.
Changes in the retirement age, better workforce organization and working conditions, as well as increased educational and career prospects should keep employees occupationally active as long as possible. Nevertheless, the
applicable early retirement provisions have been used so
extensively that they have become a distinctive feature of
the social security system in all industrialized countries
and post-modern societies, including Poland [13]. As a result, the early retirement trend has become very common
in most European countries.
Decisions to retire early are clearly visible in Polish statistics. On the one hand, according to the Labour Force
Survey (LFS) in Poland, both the activity rate and female
participation in the labor market have slightly increased in
the last decade. On the other hand, the number of people
who are occupationally inactive has also grown. More than
one-third of them are of working age (18–59) [14]. Based
on the research conducted in Poland, the most common
reasons for not working include improving one’s education and qualifications, family responsibilities associated
with household duties or care-giving, and health conditions (e.g., chronic disease, disability). Retirement, including early retirement, was identified as yet another reason
for not working (in 12.5% of cases). Among women and
men aged 55–64, retirement was the most common reason
for not working, followed by illness and disability [15].
Well-documented data have identified many individual
and macro-level reasons which impact on the decision to
retire earlier [8]. Some of the most important factors are
the current financial situation and health status. According to Bazzoli’s research, the economic condition as well
as health can make people decide to retire early [16]. The
unemployment and employment rates themselves can also
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influence people’s decision regarding early retirement.
Long-term unemployed people prefer to define themselves as retired, rather than being stigmatized by others
as unemployed. What is more crucial, people do not necessarily want to work. Research conducted in Poland has
shown that some people aged 45–69, who are still occupationally active, declare that they want to retire as soon
as possible (> 50% of respondents) [17]. Another Polish
research has identified the most common reasons for early
retirement, with the health status being the most frequent
reason for premature withdrawal from occupational activity, followed by the uncertainty of employment and chronic work fatigue [18].
In turn, some work characteristics, like physical work,
long working hours or low pay, could also encourage
people to withdraw from the labor market [8]. According
to Karasek’s demand–control model [19] and Siegrist’s
effort–reward imbalance model [20], mental well-being
can also affect job satisfaction, though the 2 models mentioned emphasize the negative consequence of job stress.
In his study, Siegrist [21] summarized and discussed the
current state of empirical evidence linking psychosocial
stress at work to the risk of cardiovascular diseases. The
relationship between the occupational status and health
consequences of employment, and in particular working
environment, was confirmed [22]. In turn, Siegrist and
Theorell [23] explained how hazardous working conditions could exacerbate the disease burden by contributing to both poor health and the development of social
inequalities in health. This tendency could be even more
visible in Poland than in other European countries, due
to a high percentage of Polish workers who are more likely, compared to workers in most European Union (EU)
countries, to report that their health and safety is at risk
because of their work [24]. These factors could favor an
early retirement decision.
Research has shown that there is a discrepancy between
women and men as regards retirement as a reason for not
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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being employed. This can result from different reasons for
being occupationally inactive. For example, caring for the
oldest or the youngest generation is a much more common reason to resign from work for women than for men,
whereas performing occupations requiring a greater physical strength, and thus difficult to perform in the middle
and older age, is more common for men [13,14].
The early retirement trend seems to be one of the most
important challenges for the labor market. If the tendency
continues, in the near future there will be only 1 employed
person per every retired person in European countries [3],
and it is hard to accept the consequences of this trend.
From the financial perspective, this situation is no longer
feasible [27], especially when the funds spent on retirement pays constitute only a part of the total public spending on older non-workers [28].
Given these trends and the social consequences of early
retirement, there is a social and economic need for employees to extend their working years. Thus, it is important
to identify the unique risk factors for this decision.
Aim
This paper identifies individual and institutional causes of
withdrawal from the labor market, as well as explores the
views of Polish stakeholders on existing strategies for the
occupational re-integration of persons with chronic diseases (PwCDs).
The authors put together the results of 2 surveys: one targeted at the inclusion in the labor force and the other focused on the circumstances which appear crucial for staying occupationally active as long as possible.
Therefore, the following hypotheses were formulated:
1. The most significant factor which excludes people
from the labor market is age. Until now, the most
widely studied individual predictor of early retirement
has been age. Several reports have demonstrated the
crucial role of age with regard to early retirement. For
example, a Danish study showed a significant associa698
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tion of age with the decision to stop working before attaining the official retirement age, as odds would grow
with the increasing age [29]. In Poland, the employment rate has decreased together with the increasing
age (LSF 2015).
2. Health as well as socio-demographic and occupational
factors constitute barriers for older workers to staying
active on the labor market.
Retirement decisions made by people who decide to get
their benefits earlier than their normal retirement age are
not only health-related but also connected with many factors, such as the financial situation, the level of education,
and work characteristics. Epidemiological data are indicative of the number of chronic diseases which decrease the
activity rate [30], especially among older workers. There is
much evidence that a long-term illness increases the risk
of economic deprivation, due to unemployment or economic inactivity [21–23], and impacts on the loss of potentially productive life years of working age persons [34].
Cross-sectional research conducted on the Italian working
population approaching the statutory retirement age confirmed that people with poorer health were more likely to
retire earlier [35].
Despite the evidence on the significant meaning of health
in retirement decisions, it is also necessary to highlight
the role of the financial situation. In accordance with the
life course approach, a rational worker should compare
the expected sum of early retirement pay with income
which he/she could get if he/she stayed occupationally active, and then choose the most beneficial option [36]. This
theory suggests that household income is a factor determining the early retirement decision: a higher household
income decreases the risk of an early retirement decision.
The Danish Nurse Cohort Study has shown that earning
high income reduces the risk of early retirement [37]. The
same findings have been obtained in German and the
Dutch studies [36]. It is necessary to stress that people
with a university degree have a tendency to shorten their
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working time (bridge employment) rather than leave the
labor market. For example, Wang et al. found that retirees who had completed fewer years of education were
more likely to engage in full retirement than in bridge
employment [38].
The second hypothesis indicates work-related factors as
a barrier to staying occupationally active for older workers. Most of the results suggest that work-related variables
influence retirement decisions [39]. An analysis based on
the SHARE Study (Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe Study) has shown that unfavorable
work-related factors, such as high physical work demands,
time pressure or low rewards in combination with high demands, increase the probability of an early exit [40].

Italy, Norway, Poland, Slovenia and Spain. Within the project, strategies supporting the occupational integration and
re-integration of PwCDs were identified and evaluated in
terms of their effectiveness. The material and methods
from both projects are presented below (Table 1). This
analysis gives an opportunity to compare the qualitative and
quantitative data. The applied methods made it possible to
confront the reasons for withdrawal from the labor force of
people who did not attain the retirement age, with the new
tendencies aimed at remaining on and/or returning to the
labor market by PwCDs. The presentation of these 2 per
spectives, from a micro- and macro-level, also gave a full
picture of the challenges faced by the modern labor market.
Both projects were approved by the Ethical Commission.

MATERIAL AND METHODS
The results obtained from “The Collaborative Research
on Aging in Europe” (COURAGE in Europe) were
complemented by the results of the European research
project entitled “PATHWAYS: Participation To Healthy
Workplaces And inclusive Strategies in the Work Sector”
(the PATHWAYS project). The analysis was performed on
cross-sectional data from COURAGE in Europe, which
was a 3-year project involving 12 partners from 4 European countries (Italy, Finland, Poland and Spain), and the
World Health Organization. The main survey to evaluate
the determinants was conducted by the partners in Finland, Poland and Spain, where the survey was administered to a sample of 10 800 persons and was completed
in March 2012. The survey in Poland covered a total of
4071 respondents. For the purposes of this study, only the
results obtained in Poland were taken into account. The
participants were interviewed face-to-face in their own
homes, with Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing
(CAPI) [53].
The PATHWAYS project was a 3-year EU-funded project
that involved 12 partners from 10 European countries, na
mely Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece,

RESULTS
The most important results of the study were compiled
and are presented below. At first, the results of COURAGE in Europe were described, and then the results of
the PATHWAYS project. This made it possible to develop
a multi-level situation analysis, and identify individual, occupational, and institutional factors potentially encouraging people to withdraw from the labor market before attaining the official retirement age. A cross-sectional study
of the population provided a framework for evaluating the
solutions and recommendations on the macro-level in the
area of public health.
The application of multi-level methods allowed the authors to identify the emerging challenges to be faced by
the modern labor market.
Results of COURAGE in Europe
Individual reasons for not working
–– Being retired/perceived as “too old” was the most frequent reason for not being employed: more common
for men than for women.
–– The respondents declared health as a reason for not
working.
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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Basic characteristics of the respondents were presented separately for
women and men. Differences across groups were tested by the χ2 test
and Fisher’s exact test. To verify differences in the quantitative variables
(hours worked per day, days worked per week, total number of household
members), Mann-Whitney U test was employed. Because of the nonnormal distribution of these variables, they were additionally tested with
Shapiro-Wilk test.
To describe the strength of the influence of these variables, and the
directions of the relationship between them and the decision about early
retirement, a logistic regression model was used, where the (probability of)
early retirement decision was considered as (probability of) “a success” [41].

Statistical
analysis

Contributing to the aim of the PATHWAYS project (final recom
mendations), 2 structured interview protocols were carried out. First
of them included experts (stakeholders at the European level) and the
second one included partners’ national-level stakeholders. For the purpose
of this paper, only data from the Polish national-level stakeholders were
included.

At baseline, the respondents were interviewed using a structured
questionnaire administered by trained interviewers. The questions
analyzed in the present paper concerned the socio-demographic
characteristics, such as gender, age (a continuous variable), place of
residence (rural/urban), marital status (married/cohabitating vs. never
married vs. divorced/separated/widowed), and total number of household
members. The level of education and household income were independent
variables used together as a measure of the socio-economic status.
The health status was measured as a perceived self-rated status, on
a 5-point scale from the best (very good = 1) to the worst (very bad = 5).
Secondly, the respondents were asked if they had ever been diagnosed
with such chronic diseases as asthma, emphysema, hypertension,
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and chronic arthritis. The total number
of chronic conditions was categorized as 0, 1, 2, ≥ 3, and considered as
a covariate.
Occupational characteristics, such as employment sector, working hours,
working days, benefits at work, and social relations at work, were also
taken into consideration.
The respondents were divided into 2 groups: those who were still working
and those who had retired before attaining the official retirement age.
Working and being retired constituted a dependent variable.

Methods

PATHWAYS

The study sample consisted of working and retired men aged 50–64 and The study sample consisted of 8 experts in the field of occupational
women aged 50–59. In total, the study sample was composed of 779 people, strategies, including 2 policy makers, 3 experts/professionals in the field
385 of whom were women and 394 were men (more details in Table 2).
of occupational re-integration, and 3 employers in the private sector.

COURAGE in Europe

Study sample

Issue

Table 1. Material and methods of the study based on COURAGE in Europe (2009–2012) and the PATHWAYS project (2015–2018)
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Interview design

Another logistic regression model adjusted to age was also developed
because of the very high significance of age.
The goodness of fit of the model was measured by Nagelkerke’s R2 statistic
and the significance of the variables employed in the model was measured
using Wald statistic.
The descriptive analyses were carried out in IBM SPSS Statistics
version 24 for Windows. The regression model was implemented in R
(version 3.3.1).
The structured interview protocol was developed, consisting of 2 main
sections [64]:
Section A: views on the leadership and implementation of relevant
policies. The respondents were asked to consider a number of statements
about the availability of strong leadership and effective implementation
practices to facilitate the re-integration into the labor market. For each
statement, 3 answer options were provided: 1 = yes, 2 = no, and 3 =
I don’t know.
Section B: 14 recommended strategies available on the labor market,
targeted at the occupational re-integration and sustainable employment
of persons with chronic diseases (PwCDs), were evaluated. The
complete list of evaluated recommendations is available in Table 6.
The recommendations were rated in terms of perceived importance on
a 3-point Likert scale (from 1 = not at all important to 3 = very important)
and with respect to perceived implementation (1 = not at all implemented
to 3 = fully implemented). The “I don’t know” option was also available.
For each recommendation, 11 factors that could have an effect on the
effective implementation of the recommendation were presented, and
experts were asked to indicate up to 5 which are, in their opinion, potential
barriers.
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Table 2. Characteristics of the participants, based on COURAGE in Europe (2009–2012)

Variable
Age [years] (M±SD)

Participants
(N = 779)
women
(N = 385)

men
(N = 394)

54.44±2.62

57.32±4.25

Place of living [%]
63.4

64.7

rural

36.6

35.3

Marital status [%]

0.002a

never married

15.1

9.6

married/cohabiting

65.2

76.6

widowed/divorced

19.7

13.7

Level of education [%]

< 0.001a

primary or lower

8.6

8.1

vocational

23.6

41.6

high school

40.8

34.5

27

15.7

2 (2–3)

2 (2–3)

Household members (median [Q1–Q3])
Household income [%]
first quintile

20

17.5

second quintile

15.1

14.5

third quintile

16.6

14.5

fourth quintile

24.4

26.6

fifth quintile

23.9

26.9
0.097b

very good

7.8

9.1

good

51.4

42.1

moderate

35.3

40.4

bad

4.9

7.4

very bad

0.5

1

Chronic diseases [%]

0.024a

0

52.7

43.7

1

30.9

32.5

2

11.7

18.3

≥3

4.7

5.6

IJOMEH 2019;32(5)

0.068c
0.672a

Self-rated health [%]
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–
0.696a

urban

university

p
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Table 2. Characteristics of the participants, based on COURAGE in Europe (2009–2012) – cont.

Variable

Participants
(N = 779)
women
(N = 385)

men
(N = 394)

Currently working [%]

p
0.1a

yes

77.9

72.8

no

22.1

27.2

Work sector [%]

< 0.001b

public

59.5

42.9

private

31.7

43.7

self-employed

8.6

12.2

informal employment

0.3

1.3

Benefits

0.287a

no

40

36.3

yes

60

63.7

Relations with colleagues [n]

0.863a

with no one

6

6.9

with a few

67.5

66.2

with everyone

26.5

26.9

h/day

8 (8–8)

8 (8–9)

< 0.001c

days/week

5 (5–5)

5 (5–6)

< 0.001c

Work time (Me (Q1–Q3))

Chi2 test was used.
Fisher’s exact test was used.
c
Mann-Whitney U test was used.
Bold values denote statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level.
a

b

–– Women (11.8%) more often than men (3.8%) indicated
home duties as a reason for not-working.
A relatively high percentage of women (6.9%) and men
(7.9%) did not work because of difficulties with finding
a job. In this group, almost 7% of women were laid off,
i.e., 4 percentage points more than men.
Individual determinants
The logistic regression analysis which shows a prediction
of early retirement was presented in Table 3 for women
and in Table 4 for men.

Age is the strongest factor correlating with being or not
being retired.
Marital status
–– Among married or cohabiting women, the likelihood of
early retirement was 6 times higher than among single
women.
–– Widowed/divorced women were more likely to retire
earlier than those who had never been married.
–– As regards men, the odds of withdrawal from the labor
market before attaining the official retirement age were
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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Household members

0.77

university

1.54
0.12

fourth quintile

fifth quintile

0.51
1.11
1.44
1.73

good

moderate

bad

very bad

very good (reference)

0

3.07

third quintile

Self-rated health

1.27

second quintile

first quintile (reference)

0

0.47

high school

Household income

1.21

vocational

primary or lower (reference)

0

2.35

widowed/divorced

Level of education

6.14

0

0.96

0

1.71

OR

married/cohabiting

never married (reference)

Marital status

rural

urban (reference)

Place of residence

Age

Variable

0.04

0.19

0.21

0.1

0.03

0.56

1.07

0.45

0.2

0.14

0.37

0.56

0.68

1.77

0.47

1.47

2.5%

69.14

13.08

7.17

3.07

0.48

4.45

9.23

3.55

3.02

1.58

4.21

1.11

9.17

25.24

1.93

2.02

97.5%

Standardization for age – R2 = 0.48

Table 3. A prediction of early retirement among women – a logistic regression analysis

0.751

0.734

0.905

0.427

0.004

0.414

0.04

0.652

0.7

0.213

0.754

0.199

0.194

0.006

0.9

< 0.001

p

2.9

2.09

0.92

0.59

0

0.19

1.81

3.25

1.52

0

0.83

0.66

1.33

0

0.69

3.29

6.58

0

0.75

0

OR

0.08

0.37

0.23

0.16

0.05

0.74

1.31

0.62

0.24

0.23

0.46

0.49

1.14

2.31

0.4

2.5%

101.45

13.52

4.36

2.67

0.67

4.58

8.43

3.79

2.9

2.04

4.14

0.95

10.77

21.79

1.38

97.5%

No standardization for age (R2 = 0.3)

0.516

0.417

0.908

0.451

0.013

0.202

0.013

0.360

0.76

0.457

0.61

0.028

0.036

< 0.001

0.36

p
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1.12

≥3

0.59
0.00

self-employed

informal

1.11

with everyone

n.a. – not applicable.
Bold values denote statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level.

1.52

0

1.19

with a few

with no one (reference)

Number of relations with colleagues

yes

no (reference)

0

1.46

days

Benefits

0.77

hours

Working time

0.74

private

public (reference)

0

0.69

2

Work sector

1.37

0

1

0 (reference)

Chronic diseases

0.25

0.38

0.6

0.88

0.6

n.a.

0.14

0.34

0.26

0.23

0.63

5.45

6.86

2.4

2.47

0.98

3.659e+73

2.27

1.56

4.55

1.98

2.97

0.896

0.568

0.625

0.149

0.042

0.991

0.457

0.428

0.871

0.499

0.42

0.79

1.49

0

1.43

0

1.58

0.8

0.00

0.47

0.5

0

2.87

1.59

1.95

0

0.22

0.45

0.78

1

0.64

n.a.

0.13

0.25

0.77

0.63

0.99

3.14

5.57

2.67

2.58

0.99

6.4145e+72

1.56

0.97

10.23

3.95

3.87

0.726

0.53

0.25

0.059

0.045

0.989

0.235

0.043

0.106

0.318

0.053
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0.86

Household members

0.02

university

2.94
0.73

fourth quintile

fifth quintile

0.45
0.42
0.41
0.39

good

moderate

bad

very bad

very good (reference)

0

2.51

third quintile

Self-rated health

1.96

second quintile

first quintile (reference)

0

0.2

high school

Household income

0.18

vocational

primary or lower (reference)

0

3.09

widowed/divorced

Level of education

3.39

0

0.87

0

1.45

OR

married/cohabiting

never married (reference)

Marital status

rural

urban (reference)

Place of residence

Age

Variable

0.02

0.08

0.12

0.14

0.22

1.11

0.82

0.63

0

0.06

0.05

0.59

0.73

0.97

0.41

1.32

2.5%

15.25

2.08

1.57

1.54

2.43

8.27

7.89

6.31

0.08

0.65

0.58

1.24

14.43

13.52

1.79

1.62

97.5%

Standardization for age – R2 = 0.57

Table 4. A prediction of early retirement among men – a logistic regression analysis

0.567

0.276

0.188

0.185

0.608

0.035

0.11

0.248

< 0.001

0.008

0.005

0.415

0.135

0.067

0.698

< 0.001

p

1.34

0.84

1

0.85

0

1.04

4.17

3.25

2.52

0

0.04

0.18

0.17

0

0.67

2.61

4.74

0

1.07

0

OR

0.1

0.19

0.32

0.29

0.37

1.77

1.23

0.93

0.01

0.06

0.06

0.48

0.74

1.63

0.58

2.5%

36.7

3.78

3.42

2.80

2.98

10.42

8.93

7.06

0.15

0.50

0.46

0.9

10.11

15.85

1.96

97.5%

No standardization for age (R2 = 0.39)

0.837

0.815

0.998

0.781

0.943

0.001

0.019

0.071

< 0.001

0.001

0.001

0.01

0.146

0.007

0.825

p
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0.39

≥3

0.34
0.00

self-employed

informal

1.35

with everyone

Abbreviations as in Table 3.

0.87

0

0.95

with a few

with no one (reference)

Number of relations with colleagues

yes

no (reference)

0

1.11

days

Benefits

0.91

hours

Working time

0.08

private

public (reference)

0

0.92

2

Work sector

1.63

0

1

0 (reference)

Chronic diseases

0.33

0.22

0.47

0.71

0.75

n.a.

0.10

0.04

0.08

0.35

0.75

5.77

3.5

1.92

1.75

1.1

4.255e+38

1.02

0.18

1.83

2.38

3.56

0.684

0.844

0.886

0.638

0.352

0.987

0.061

< 0.001

0.245

0.86

0.219

0.96

0.68

0

1.03

0

1.26

0.94

0.00

0.23

0.12

0

0.48

1.97

1.89

0

0.28

0.21

0.56

0.87

0.8

n.a.

0.08

0.06

0.11

0.87

0.97

3.45

2.32

1.91

1.85

1.09

7.799e+20

0.58

0.22

1.84

4.52

3.7

0.945

0.531

0.924

0.233

0.431

0.979

0.003

< 0.001

0.301

0.106

0.063
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higher among those who were married or cohabiting
than among those who had never been married.
Household income
–– Women who declared the highest household income,
regardless of age, were less likely to withdraw from the
labor market than women who earned the least.
–– Women who declared household income in the third
quintile were more likely to retire before attaining the
official retirement age.
–– As regards men, being in the fourth household income
quintile was relevant for deciding on early retirement.
The greater chances of being retired before attaining the official retirement age were among those who
were in the third and fourth household income quintiles, compared to the reference category (the first
quintile).
Level of education
–– Among men, the level of education acted in favor of
a prolonged career. The odds ratio determined the likelihood of earlier retirement in relation to the reference
category (no education/primary education).
–– Men with high school education had 80% lower odds
of deciding on early retirement in the first model, and
82% in the second model, than those with primary education or no education. Higher education also reduced
the chance of early withdrawal from the labor market.
This correlation was very strong (98% in the first and
96% in the second model).
–– The level of education was not a significant factor in the
case of women.
Household members
–– In the second model, increasing the number of family members decreased the odds of early retirement
by 31% for women and by 33% for men.
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Work characteristics
–– Among men who worked in the private sector or were
self-employed (in the second model), the odds of withdrawal from the labor market before attaining the official retirement age were lower than among those who
were employed in the public sector.
–– Among women working in the private sector, the odds
of early retirement (in the second model) were 50% lo
wer than among public sector employees.
–– Working hours were a significant factor for women: the
more they worked, the less likely they were to retire
early.
–– Work benefits and good relations with colleagues did
not influence the decision to retire early.
Health
–– No relationship between self-rated health and early
retirement was noted. In addition, the authors did not
observe any correlation between the number of chronic
diseases and early retirement, either among women or
men.
Results of the PATHWAYS project
System availability
–– According to stakeholders, most of the occupational reintegration strategies were perceived as not being sufficiently available (Table 5).
–– Stakeholders did not refer to the availability of work
re-integration strategies aimed at reducing unemployment, adequate legislation conductive to re-integration
into the open labor market, or the implementation of
re-integration policies.
Policy recommendations
The PATHWAYS project results proved the importance of
all the recommendations (Table 6).
–– All the participants agreed that the Recommendations on Access to adequate and customized employ-
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Table 5. Views on the availability of occupational re-integration strategies (N = 8)
Statement

Yes

No

Unemployment reduction among PwCDs is currently very high on the national agenda.

1

7

The existing national legislation for reducing unemployment among PwCDs on the open labor
market is adequate.

0

7

The existing national legislation for re-integrating PwCDs into the open labor market is adequate.

0

7

Developing strategies for re-integrating PwCDs into the open labor market is a high priority
on the national agenda.

2

6

The implementation of policies for the occupational re-integration of PwCDs is effectively
coordinated at the national level.

0

8

The implementation of policies for the occupational re-integration of PwCDs is effectively
coordinated at the local level.

1

7

At the national level, specific outcome measures have been set for the evaluation of policies
targeted at the occupational re-integration of PwCDs.

1

7

The implementation of national policies for the occupational re-integration of PwCDs
is supported by specialists in the area of occupational integration.

4

2

Service providers are well informed about the rights of PwCDs concerning
their occupational re-integration.

3

3

Service providers are well informed about the available services supporting the occupational
re-integration of PwCDs.

3

3

PwCDs – persons with chronic diseases.

ment services at the local level, and the Availability of
workplace adjustments based on individual functioning were very important. The participants claimed that
these 2 recommendations were not implemented (at all
or implemented only partially).
–– Recommendations 5 (Participation in employment activation programs), 6 (Promotion of a person-centered
approach), 9 (Development of integrated employment
support systems encompassing different sectors) and
14 (Services to employers for managing illness-related
long-term absences and return-to-work mechanisms)
were considered very important by the vast majority of
stakeholders.
–– Regarding the level of implementation, according to
the majority of stakeholders, all recommendations
were not implemented at all, or were implemented only
partially. Only 2 recommendations (6,8) were fully implemented according to 2 stakeholders.

Potential barriers that affect the implementation process
As shown in Table 7, the most frequently reported barriers
were:
–– inadequate legislation,
–– the lack of awareness,
–– stigma and discrimination.
–– the lack of resources and the lack of expertise were
2 additional barriers indicated by experts.
Based on the data, there are 3 main factors which encourage people to withdraw from the labor market before attaining the official retirement age. Figure 1 presents the
multi-level estimates for retirement decisions. The factors
that increase the likelihood of going on retirement include
age, being in a relationship, a higher level of education in
the case of men (and conversely in the case of women),
a higher household income and an increasing number of
household members. The analysis has revealed that work
characteristics constitute a significant push variable for
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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PwCDs – persons with chronic diseases; RtW – return-to-work.

14. Services to employers for managing illness-related
long-term absences and RtW mechanisms.

4

13. Measures supporting the economic sustainability of social
cooperative enterprises.

7

4

6

2

12. Availability of support measures at all stages
of employment.

7

8

1

9. Development of integrated employment support systems
encompassing different sectors.

5

11. Availability of workplace adjustments based on individual
functioning.

3

8. Focus on the capacity/ability rather than incapacity/
disability.

6

8

2

7. Integration of specialized support to PwCDs into
mainstream employment services.

7

7

5

6

6

6

10. Access to adequate and customized employment services
at the local level.

1

6. Promotion of a person-centered approach.

2

4. Measures supporting the economic sustainability of social
cooperative enterprises.
1

2

3. Measures for PwCDs to enter into the system of disability
benefits while working.

5. Participation in employment activation programs.

2

2. Greater involvement of the employers.

1

implementation
(N = 8)

1

1

1

1

1

2

2

1

2

1

2

6

6

6

5

7

5

4

7

5

6

7

7

6

7

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

somehow
not at all
partially
fully
very important
I don’t know
important
implemented implemented implemented
2

not at all
important

importance
(N = 8)

1. Awareness raising and training for the staff and
management.

Recommendation

National stakeholders’ views on the importance and level of implementation

Table 6. The importance and level of implementation of the policy recommendations [62], according to Polish stakeholders
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5

5

5

3
4

3. Measures for PwCDs
to enter into the system
of disability benefits
while working.

4. Measures supporting
the economic
sustainability of
social cooperative
enterprises.

5. Participation in
employment activation
programs.

6. Promotion of a personcentered approach.

7. Integration of
specialized support
to PwCDs into
mainstream
employment services.
3

5

2. Greater involvement of
the employers.

8. Focus on the capacity/
ability rather than
incapacity/disability.

6

1. Awareness raising and
training for the staff
and management.

Recommendation

inadequate
legislation

1

4

5

1

4

2

4

5

lack of
resources

4

3

2

4

2

5

7

6

lack of
awareness

4

4

5

5

2

1

2

2

1

2

1

2

1

1

1

5

3

4

3

2

5

3

4

2

2

4

2

1

2

1

1

1

1

3

1

3

1

1

2

2

5

1

1

1

1

2

2

1

2

low qual- lack of
stigma
ity of
social
lack of
lack of low quallack of
and dis- interac- support
accessibilflexible
ity of
expertise
crimina- tions with
(i.e.,
ity
structures services
tion
profes- from colsionals
leagues)

Barriers – responses in each category*
[n]

Table 7. Potential barriers that affect the effective implementation of the policy recommendations [62] in Poland, according to Polish stakeholders

2

2

1

4

3

1

2

5

lack of
coordination
among
agencies

other
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3

4

2

3

3

3

3

5

5

3

5

6

lack of
resources

1

2

6

5

3

2

lack of
awareness

4

4

3

3

3

2

1

1

1

3

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

2

2

3

3

2

4

1

2

3

2

3

2

2

2

1

2

2

1

low qual- lack of
stigma
ity of
social
lack of
lack of low quallack of
and dis- interac- support
accessibilflexible
ity of
expertise
crimina- tions with
(i.e.,
ity
structures services
tion
profes- from colsionals
leagues)

PwCDs – persons with chronic diseases; RtW – return-to-work.
* The respondents were allowed to indicate up to 5 barriers that affect the effective implementation of each recommendation.

9. Development
of integrated
employment support
systems encompassing
different sectors.
10. Access to adequate
and customized
employment services
at the local level.
11. Availability
of workplace
adjustments based on
individual functioning.
12. Availability of support
measures at all stages
of employment.
13. Measures supporting
the economic
sustainability of
social cooperative
enterprises.
14. Services to employers
for managing illnessrelated long-term
absences and RtW
mechanisms.

Recommendation

inadequate
legislation

Barriers – responses in each category*
[n]

1

2

2

3

2

4

lack of
coordination
among
agencies

Table 7. Potential barriers that affect the effective implementation of the policy recommendations [62] in Poland, according to Polish stakeholders – cont.
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Withdrawal from the labor market

Individual characteristics

Martial status,
household income,
level of education,
household members

Job characteristics

Institutional solutions

The occupational
re-integration strategies
are not sufficiently available;
the recommendations
are not implemented

Employment sector,
working hours

The most frequent barriers
include inadequate legislation,
the lack of awareness,
stigma and discrimination;
the lack of resources
and the lack of expertise
were 2 additional barriers
indicated by experts

Figure 1. Factors which determine early withdrawal from the labor market

older workers, especially in terms of the employment sector and working hours. For men who worked in the public
sector, the odds of ceasing work prematurely were higher
than for those who worked in the private sector or were
self-employed (in the second model). Taking into account
the working hours, the more working hours women had,
the lower were the odds of their ceasing work prematurely. Finally, the PATHWAYS project results have indicated
that institutional solutions were crucial to staying occupationally active. The respondents stressed that the adequate strategies were unavailable and recommendations
were not implemented. Potential barriers that affect the
implementation process were also identified.
DISCUSSION
The aim of the study was to identify individual and institutional causes of withdrawal from the labor market, and
to explore the views of Polish stakeholders on existing
strategies for the occupationalre-integration of PwCDs. As
studies have shown, European countries have to deal with
the problems of aging workforce, an increasing number
of chronic diseases, and the dwindling resources of labor
force. The need to keep people occupationally active seems

to be crucial for the European labor market. As stated in
the introduction, the decision to cease work prematurely
reflects a combination of many different factors, such as
individual determinates, work characteristics, personal convictions, and systemic solutions. In terms of identifying the
early retirement trend, it is important to determine the impact of institutional mechanisms on individual outcomes.
Research has shown that the macro-level situation is crucial to ceasing work prematurely. For example, the growing unemployment rate in the country leads to a higher
propensity of early retirees [42]. Nevertheless, in Poland
stakeholders reported the lack of effective coordination
in the implementation of policies for the occupational reintegration of PwCDs. The vast majority considered the
existing national legislation as being inadequate when it
comes to reducing unemployment and promoting the occupational re-integration process. They also identified
a lot of barriers for the labor force.
The findings of the study on the socio-demographic characteristics and occupational determinants of transition
from employment to early retirement are consistent with
similar research conducted in Europe, including Poland.
Generally, people who are older are more likely to opt
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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for complete withdrawal from the labor market before
attaining the official retirement age [43]. This hypothesis
has been confirmed in the research. Rationally, one of the
most crucial factors of retirement is age, as the older the
people get, the more likely they are to retire [44]. In this
study, in order to exclude the impact of age on the results,
this factor was considered only in the first model. This was
the main reason for using 2 models in the research: one
including age and the other without this variable.
Based on the data obtained from COURAGE in Europe,
the most common reason for not working in a group of
people on early retirement is age. The PATHWAYS data
presented the extent to which the corresponding solutions
were implemented, as well as made it possible to identify
barriers for the labor force. The results confirmed the validity of this study; people who were close to the retirement age declared retirement as the main reason for not
working. Health was also a frequent cause of being unemployed, but it was not a significant issue in the established
models, especially at the level of individual responses indicating health as an explanation for being out of the labor
market. However, various studies have reported a strong
correlation between individual health and the experience
of unemployment [45]. According to the “justification hypothesis,” the lack of relationship in this analysis could
result from the fact that the respondents, while opting for
early retirement, might justify their decisions by declaring
poor health, but analyzing health together with other variables revealed that health, as a separate variable, was not
significant.
Research has shown that the decision to retire early is affected by many factors simultaneously. This confirms the
second hypothesis formulated in this article, regarding
the numerous barriers to remaining occupationally active.
A multitude of barriers to extending working life, as well
as their multi-dimensional character (from individual to
systemic), were shown in another study, also conducted in
Poland [17]. This study has proven that, in most cases, fam714
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ily could play an important role. Being a homemaker influences people’s (especially women’s) decision not to stay
occupationally active. What is more, these findings show
that people who are married or cohabiting have higher
odds of premature withdrawal from workforce than those
who are single. These findings are in line with several studies confirming that having a partner leads to earlier retirement [35,36]. According to Belgian research on teachers,
the tendency to resign from work is even higher among
those people whose partner is still working [43]. It could
result from a better and more settled financial situation,
with 1 partner still working. The above pattern could suggest that withdrawal from workforce is not only an individual decision, but it also depends on the family context.
Several reports have demonstrated that the economic status is a predictor of retirement decisions, but the influence
of income on earlier withdrawal from the labor market
tends to be ambiguous. Researchers explain it in 2 ways:
on the one hand, poverty can be a cause of early retirement because it causes poor health, which makes people
incapable of work. On the other hand, poverty can also
force people to seek employment and postpone their
retirement [48].
In the present study, the authors noted that household income constituted a great predictor of an early retirement
decision: a higher household income decreased the risk of
an early retirement decision. The lack of interest in early retirement among those who earn the highest income
can be explained by the fact that in this group retirement
would significantly reduce the standard of living to which
they are accustomed. This tendency is clearly visible for
women regardless of age, and for men, but only after eliminating the age variable from the model. In another Polish
study conducted on blue-collar workers, a poor economic
condition of the household was found to constitute a significant factor in early retirement decisions [49]. It means
that employees assessing their material situation as good
prefer to work longer than those who are in a worse
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financial situation. Rationally, it can be explained by the
fact that workers will retire only if they feel that the future
economic conditions would allow them to support their
consumption needs during retirement.
In turn, the consumption needs are related to the previous financial situation and may reflect different levels of
people’s needs: retirement will change the standard of living especially among those whose income was high. People
whose earnings oscillated around the third quintile were
more likely to retire early – probably because their standard of living would not change dramatically. The Polish
results could also be explained by the functioning of the
retirement system, with the retirement pay increasing with
the number of working years.
The authors found that higher education decreased the
probability of early retirement, but only among men.
These findings are in accordance with a Norwegian study
which showed that a lower level of education was positively associated with early retirement [25]. Nevertheless, an
Italian study showed an opposite correlation [50], similar
to the research conducted in the United Kingdom, where
higher education increased the probability of a transition
into early retirement [36]. In Poland, it could be explained
by the fact that people with higher education usually
do not have to do blue-collar jobs, in which high physical strength is obligatory. The other explanation assumes
that, together with a low educational level and old age,
problems related to using new technologies occur more
often than among people with higher education. The conclusion that the lower the educational level, the higher the
probability of retiring was drawn in the studies making
reference to the analysis carried out in the projects entitled “Equal opportunities in the labor market for people
aged 50+” [17], and “Retirement behaviour in Poland and
the potential impact of pension system changes” [51].
In this study, the authors noted that early retirement was
not associated with self-rated health. They did not find
any relationship between work and feeling healthy or

ORIGINAL PAPER

unhealthy, either for women or men. This result did not
change after eliminating the age variable from the model. To be more precise, the authors also included chronic
conditions to check if having a long-term disease influenced somebody’s decision to retire early. According to
the research, having 1, 2, and ≥ 3 long-term diseases did
not change the decision to retire. These results are in opposition to several other studies which have shown that
self-rated health influences the probability of withdrawal
from the labor market and also predicts the risk of early
retirement [40,41].
The importance of self-rated health on early retirement
decisions was revealed by longitudinal studies, a literature
review and a focus group conducted by van den Berg, Elders, and Burdorf. Their results additionally highlighted
the role of workload with regard to remaining occupationally active [54]. Research based on the European Household Panel Survey has shown a higher chance of retiring
the following year among people aged > 55 with poor
health than among those with good health. In the same
study, poor health was also a greater risk factor for remaining unemployed among men than among women [32].
Finnish studies have shown that poor self-rated health is
a very strong predictor of premature retirement, especially
among men aged 42–60 [55].
Some studies of early retirement decisions have analyzed the relationship between occupation variables,
work environment and withdrawal from the labor market [4,36,44,45]. This relationship is best exemplified in
the work sector. In the present study, the odds of early
retirement decreased among men who were working in
the private sector, as well as among those who were selfemployed. This relationship was also observed among
women, but only after eliminating the age variable from
the model. These findings are in line with the results obtained for Germany and the United Kingdom, in which
those who were employed in the public sector had higher
odds of early retirement. The relationship in question was
IJOMEH 2019;32(5)
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contrary to the findings regarding the Netherlands, where
early retirement decisions were more common for people
working in the public sector [36].
The present study has verified the influence of work environment on the decision to withdraw from the labor market. Nevertheless, there was no relationship between work
benefits and the decision to retire. The authors also did
not notice any impact of close relations with colleagues
on the withdrawal from labor market before attaining the
official retirement age. This result is in opposition to the
findings by van den Berg, Elders and Burdorf who highlighted the impact of social support from colleagues on
staying occupationally active [54]. Work environment
constitutes a crucial factors; however, according to the respondents, there is no adequately implemented solution
which could lead to increasing the number of people on
the labor market. It is of utmost importance to implement
strategies which encourage people to enter or return to
labor force, such as workplace adaptation to individual
needs, and/or customized employment services at the local
level. Other research has proven that employment strategies comprising various types of support result in a growing number of workers with chronic diseases [58,59], and
of older age [60].
The necessity of adapting the workplaces to the aging
workforce’s needs has been identified in “Solidarity of
Generations,” a Polish governmental program which encompasses such topics as supporting long-term age management, improving working conditions, retaining employment, and counteracting discrimination [61]. Although the
Polish society is one of the fastest aging societies in the
European Union, there are no solutions or direct legal
instruments that would be focused on the workplace adaptation to the needs emerging on the labor market [61].
As part of the PATHWAYS project, a set of policy recommendations [62] for an inclusive labor market in Europe
have been developed. This document constitutes the final
product of the PATHWAYS project. While all of the rec716
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ommendations are focused on the needs of people with
chronic diseases, most of them could be adapted to improve the situation of people aged > 50 on the Polish labor market, and to prolong their career.
The real challenge for an aging population is to ensure that
the employment sector is capable of adapting to individual
people’s needs, i.e., to the needs of people witch chronic
diseases, people with disabilities, and people of older age.
It is essential to encourage people to stay occupationally
active by removing the barriers which prevent them from
deriving full benefits from being employed, given especially that, as research has proven, an inclusive labor market
for all will greatly support health for all [63].
Limitations of the study
Some limitations must be taken into account in this study.
First, a cross-sectional analysis and self-reported data
make it impossible to formulate a general statement about
causal relationship. The presented data were collected
from the current and retrospective point of view, which
could lead to overestimation or underestimation of certain
events, or even to not remembering certain facts. However, most studies concerning retirement are based on the
respondents’ retrospective statements, and their findings
show that they are trustworthy. The second limitation of
this study consists in not encompassing all the possible determinants relevant to the retirement decision and, consequently, it was impossible to reconstruct the whole work
history or the quality of marriage/cohabiting. In addition,
the authors did not gather any data related to early retirement due to restructuring or winding-up the companies.
The authors of this paper were able to consider a number
of socio-demographic characteristics and occupational determinants, such as self-rated health, number of chronic
diseases, gender, age, place of residence, total number of
household members, marital status, level of education,
household income, as well as working sector, working
hours and days, work benefits, and close relations with col-
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leagues. However, this study did not consider the effects of
stress, job satisfaction or working conditions. The authors
were also unable to include job seniority due to the lack
of data; only a small percentage of respondents answered
the questions regarding the time when they started and
finished their career. The lack of data may result from the
fact that the question concerns a long period of time, and
respondents could not remember the year of commencement of their work [43].
Admittedly, the project focused on a group of people with
chronic diseases and mental disorders, but as regards the
concept of early retirement, this paper took into account
a number of factors which encourage people to retire early
or which keep them active on the labor market. The final
PATHWAYS project results made it possible to develop
recommendations of strategies which might help keep
people active. European recommendations, as well as the
more favorable policies, services and measures can facilitate occupational re-integration and present the possible
ways to overcome potential barriers.
CONCLUSIONS
Given the increased number of people deciding to retire
early, it is becoming imperative to identify the factors that
may influence such decisions and those which determine
them. Thus, policy makers need to understand not only
the role of individual-level factors or work characteristics
in the process of making early retirement decisions, but
also the importance of institutional and macro-level determinants. Such knowledge can help both government
bodies as well as human resources departments or company management bodies to develop adequate solutions
to make people stay longer on the labor market on the
micro- and macro-level.
Nevertheless, this study has demonstrated that, despite
the growing awareness of the dwindling resources of labor force, the employment-related challenges faced by
PwCDs [64] as well as people who are close to attaining
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the retirement age remain unaddressed. People decide to
retire as soon as their situation allows that. According to
experts, there is no legislation to keep them active, and
the implementation of re-integration strategies has been
assessed as in effective.
People have to know that they are still useful as employees,
and it is easier when they are educated and with a good financial condition. However, these are material resources
that play a crucial role in staying occupationally active.
People withdraw from the labor market only if it is profitable for them: they have enough money, their partner is
still working, so they have a double income in their household (a retirement pay and a salary), and provided that
this decision does not change significantly their standard
of living. Policy makers should make early retirement less
attractive and adjust workplaces to the needs of people
close to their retirement age. In the PATHWAYS project,
certain recommendations for policy makers have been developed. Now, knowing the individual factors encouraging people to cease work prematurely, there is a chance to
implement strategies and recommendations, which would
prompt people to stay occupationally active as long as possible. This is a crucial challenge to be faced by the modern
labor market.
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