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Older workers in the Nordic countries (OWN)
is one of the networks within the Nordic Network for Adult Learning (NVL) supported by the Nordic Council of
Ministers. The task of the OWN is to promote discussion on the employability of older workers and the opportunities
available for them.
The OWN has been looking at the situation of older workers from the perspective of lifelong learning in the
Nordic countries. The focus and perspective of the network is to challenge long established mindsets, as well as
to facilitate improvement of policy and practice concerning working and learning in later life.

Members of the network
Tarja Tikkanen is Head of Research in the International Research Institute of Stavanger (IRIS) and a Senior Advisor
at the University of Stavanger, Norway. Her research has focused widely on lifelong learning and competence
development, in the context of workforce ageing, and also in relation to school reforms and innovation.
Ingrid Caspersson is an active and energetic 62-year-old teacher who is enthusiastically engaged in the
Competence 50+ project. She first developed an interest in older workers through encounters with older colleagues.
Bernhardur Gudmundsson, a senior citizen, is the vicechair of Icelandic State Council of Ageing,advisor to government. Holds degrees in Theology and Mass Communication, long experience of international service in media and
church work.
Leif Emil Hansen is Associate professor at the Department of Psychology and Educational Studies of Roskilde
University, Denmark. He has conducted research in opportunities for people with brief schooling in the knowledge
society, including senior workers’ situation.
Raili Moilanen is Docent in management and leadership at the University of Jyväskylä. She specializes in age
management and has headed development as well as research programmes in this area (e.g. tacit knowledge
recognition and sharing and age management in general).
Susanna Paloniemi works as a senior researcher at the Department of Educational Sciences at the University of
Jyväskylä, Finland. She is currently researching work-related identity constructions among older workers and learning
in work communities.
Hanne Randle is a researcher at the department of Working Life Sciences at the University of Karlstad. Her recent
research is dealing with sustainable work, industrial relations, partnership and lifelong learning, Hanne’s ambition in
research is to involve practitioners in a joint learning process.
Jon Kristoffer Sandvik work as Senior Adviser at the NAV (Norwegian Labour and Welfare Organisation)
Arbeidslivssenter in Sør-Trøndelag county. He has also been working with development of senior policy for the
working life on a national level through engagement by Centre for Senior Policy (SSP).

Summary
n The OWN network wishes to promote an overall wellbeing among older workers by advocating for more choices
and opportunities in working, learning, and ageing. To confront stigmatising stereotypes and identify prevailing
ambivalences within the policies and practices of to-day, we need to expand the existing discussion by bringing
forward the voice and initiative of older workers themselves.
The work of the OWN network is based on a presumption that a foundation of mutual respect and acknowledgement between all the parties concerned is needed for a success in this work. The most important parties are
governments, parliaments and local politicians, employers and social partners, and education and training providers.
The discussion on older workers and lifelong learning has been growing in the European countries and the EU since
the late 1990s. Related to this discussion, the OWN network wishes to bring forward the Nordic dimension with its
rather distinctive, positive characteristics. The values and practice of the working life and the educational systems in
the Nordic countries provide frames and possibilities for the older workers to remain active in working life and
beyond. However the Nordic model shows weaknesses regarding inclusion and equal opportunity among those with
low-resources, both in the area of working life and education. We have made recommendations for further actions
needed to promote choice and opportunities for working and learning also during the second half of the life-course.
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Lifelong learning and older workers
n In order to change the conditions in working life, older workers are increasingly depending on issues such as
health, adequacy of retirement income, financial status and retirement intentions of a spouse, peer-group pressure,
need for workplace interaction and socialization, and family ties. Retirement benefits, health insurance, and
possibility for recurrent education as statutory rights, are currently the privileges enjoyed in the Nordic countries.
People want to have a choice concerning their lives and older workers are no exception. They want a choice when
it comes to where and when they work, or whether they choose early retirement, work part time or fulltime as long
as their health allows and their skills and experience are employable. This is a part of the human search for an overall
wellbeing in life. Besides making visible this dimension, the underlying question in our work is; to what extent is ‘the
Nordic model’ allowing for a choice, through lifelong learning, in the latter half of the human life-course for people
to have a say in shaping their lives at work and beyond?

Being an older worker and learner
n The Nordic countries are still characterised by a culture with powerful myths prevailing concerning older workers
and learning in later life. These long established mindsets tend to have a strong effect on our view of older workers.
The powerful effect of the framework factors at work and society are manifested in the changing age-perceptions of
being ‘older’. Peer pressure at work, spouse, family and friends may influence the expectations of an older worker.
However, there are some signs of a more positive view emerging on older workers ( Box ).

Making a change
n Despite differences between the respective countries
we may say that the Nordic welfare framework and
the Nordic standard in adult education make a solid
fundament for participation and learning also for older
workers. In recent years some crucial changes have
started to take place in the Nordic countries in attitudes
towards and practices concerning older workers and
lifelong learning. Some of the main drivers of these
changes have been: the long-term work by some agents
of ‘targeted change’, some large-scale governmental
programmes, changes in legislation (e.g. non-discrimination, ‘inclusive working life’), and societal trends influencing the individual lives and life-courses. Those who
are in their sixties today have much better health, are
much better educated, and have experienced another
reality concerning participation end involvement at the
working place than the generations before them.

Positive description of older workers
Study

Positive descriptions

Ilmarinen
& Mertanen
(2005)

• strategic thinking
• ability to contemplate
• wisdom
• holistic perception
• willingness to learn
• work commitment
• work experience

Julkunen (2003);
Julkunen &
Pärnänen (2005)

• experience
• competence
• wisdom
• trustworthiness
• high work morale

Juuti (2001)

• experience
• tacit knowledge

Perkiö-Mäkelä,
et al (2006)

Workers aged 55-64 years
• daily more exited about their work
than others
• experience job-satisfaction more
often than younger workers

Ruoholinna
(2006)

• experience
• strong professionalism
• high work morale
• mental strength

Uotinen (1995)

• good mental function ability
• mental alertness
• action-orientation

Trade union involvement
n Workforce in the Nordic countries tend to be highly
organised – especially the older workers. Thus, the union
involvement in the discussion and change processes is
crucial. The thinking of continuous learning and the
need for a meaningful work has been included in the
agreements between the working life parties in all the
Nordic countries. However, not all people are provided
with – or take an advantage of – the possibilities to
continue their learning as a part of their career development.
It is argued that lifelong learning has become the
new employment security objective on the agenda of
trade unions, as ‘lifelong learning is becoming as impor-

The research findings presented in this table show that
many positive connotations are attached to the perception
of older workers. In order to change the work life for older
workers, it is necessary to promote positive mindsets and
to change our actions and practices
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tant an entitlement for today’s employee as the right for a pension became in the past’ (ILO, 2003, p. 11). However,
until recently expanding the working careers of older workers has not been on their agenda (Tikkanen, 2006).
Traditionally the major focus for the unions has been negotiating shorter working time and early exit pathways.
Even if the unions have started to realise the need for options for longer working careers for older workers, their
activity to promote these options on the grass-root level is still very low (Tikkanen, 2008). A number of studies show
that trade unions are in “an especially difficult position” regarding these matters, but also that they should develop
clearer strategy in response to demographic change, and communicate it to their members.

How can trade unions participate in the change process
n In all the Nordic countries programmes have been implemented in which employees’ age has played an explicit
role in participation in work-based learning activities On one hand, these projects have showed that the unions’
involvement can make a difference to the outcomes, especially among the low-resourced employees. On the other
hand, these experiences show that unions’ participation does not automatically guarantee success for an older
worker involvement or in regards improving their situation. The report from the OWN network presents a number of
examples of projects and activities with trade union involvement. However, there is an urgent need for active experimenting and innovative solutions – particularly in the changing economy.

Recommendations
1. Working life and industry The workplace is an important arena for learning. Most of the skills and the
knowledge development take place at the workplace. Promoting learning is good business.
2. Training-the-trainers Institutions providing learning opportunities must invest in the competence of the adult
trainers in regards learning and education of and for older workers and their special needs.
3. Trade unions and social partners need to promote the change of the mindsets of working, learning and
ageing by enhancing flexibility and diversity in learning and working in later life.
4. Older workers themselves must take a more active role in this equation - in particular towards the
unions – asking for support to promote their special needs to provide more choices.
5. Media: All parties involved should provide media with good examples and inter-generational discussion on
“active ageing” in its various dimensions and meanings.
6. The Nordic Council should add momentum to the national governments’ work in making LLL a living reality to
all. This work has particularly to do with opportunities and partnerships for continuing learning for older workers.
To this end we suggest that a working group should be established with representatives from working life / industry,
training institutions and the unions.

Future plans
n The future plans of the OWN network involve active cooperation with the unions. We shall contact trade unions
in each Nordic country to establish a cooperative basis for dynamic activities and solutions for more age-friendly
working life. This will be our work towards fulfilling our ambition to change mindsets and attitudes concerning older
workers’ role and participation in working life in general, and the lifelong need for learning at work in particular.

The OWN report is available at: www.nordvux.net/
More sources of information in Nordic languages:
Norwegian: www.seniorpolitikk.no, www.ssb.no, www.lo.no
Swedish: www.kau.se
Danish: www.lo.dk/senior
Finnish:
Icelandic: http//50.felagsmalaraduneytid.is

