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1. Demographic context 
 

 

Europe has entered an era of unprecedented demographic and social change. The rapid population growth of 
the post-war period has long since ended, and we are currently facing (future) population decline and ageing. 
The new demographic realities�v especially in terms of the changing age structure of the European popula-
tions�v have provoked growing concern among policy-makers. High on the European policy agenda are issues 
such as the expected decline in the working-age population, the increase in health care and pension expenses, 
and intergenerational solidarity. 

���µ�Œ�}�‰���[�•���‰�}�‰�µ�o���š�]�}�v���]�•���P�Œ�}�Á�]�v�P�����v�������P���]�v�P�X���/�v���î�ì�í�ì�U���]�š���Œ�������Z�������ó�ï�ô�X�î���u�]�o�o�]�}�v���]�v�Z�����]�š���v�š�•�U���}�(���Á�Z�}�u���ñ�ì�í�X�í���u�]l-
lion lived in the European Union. UN projections from 2010 suggest that the population growth will continue 
until around 2025, and will then start to decline, reaching 719.3 million inhabitants by 2050. At present, the 
main driver of population growth in most countries is immigration. In 2010, Europe experienced positive net 
migration, with some 1.8 million people entering, of whom 1.5 million migrated to the EU-27. However, the 
diverse demographic profile of the countries that comprise Europe is reflected not only in the population 
composition, but in the most basic indicators, such as life expectancy and fertility levels at the country level. 
Although fertility in the European Union has recently been increasing slightly, fertility has generally been de-
clining rapidly since the end of the 1960s, and it has remained below replacement level. The natural increase 
that is still observed in a number of European countries is attributable to population momentum. The popula-
tion growth of Europe as a whole declined from one per cent in 1950 to 0.2 per cent in 2010 (0.1 per cent in 
EU-27), with crude birth rates dropping from 21.4 to 10.8 births per thousand population. Crude death rates 
increased slightly from 10.8 to 11.2 deaths per thousand population in the same period due to the higher 
proportion of older people. The main causes of death in 2008 in the EU-27 were diseases of the circulatory 
system (about 40 per cent of all causes), cancer (about 26 per cent of all causes) and diseases of the respirato-
ry system (around eight per cent of all causes).  

The European population has been experiencing a more intensive ageing process than the rest of the world. 
This is caused by long-lasting, below-replacement fertility rates and increasing life expectancy at birth. In the 
past 50 years, life expectancy at birth has risen by about 10 years and reached 79.7 years (82.6 years for fe-
males and 76.7 years for males) in 2010. In all of the member states of the European Union, with the excep-
tion of Romania, the gender gap in life expectancy decreased, although substantial differences remain be-
tween the old and the new member states. In 2009, British and Swedish women lived on average four years 
longer than men, whereas in Lithuania and Estonia, the gender gap between men and women was, respec-
tively, 11 and 10.5 years. Furthermore, the greatest gains are to be observed in Eastern Europe, where cur-
rent life expectancy at birth is lower. 

Life expectancy at age 65 has been increasing in all of the member states: the European average was 17.2 
years for men and 20.7 years for women in 2009, and it is projected to increase to 22.4 years for men and to 
25.6 years for women by 2060. Conversely, the absolute number of healthy years lived decreased slightly in 
the past decade, reaching 61.8 years for men and 62.2 years for women in 2011. This decrease is mainly at-
tributable to improvements in medical technology and screening practices, as well as to early access to ser-
vices.  

One of the main indicators of ageing is the increasing share of the older population. In Europe as a whole 
some 166.4 million people, or 22 per cent of the population, were aged 60 and over in 2012, which represents 
an increase about 10 per cent since 1950. In the past 20 years, the old-age dependency ratio increased from 
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about 21 to 26 per cent in the EU-27, whereas the old-age support ratio decreased to four people (compared 
with eight people at world population level). This means that currently there are four people of working age 
(aged 15 to 64) for every one person of pension age. Eurostat projections suggest that the proportion of el-
derly people will continue to increase, and that by 2050, there will be about two people of working age for 
every older person aged 65 and over. 

The proportion of the oldest-old�v i.e., those aged 80 and over�v was 4.7 per cent in 2010. and is projected to 
rise to about 12 per cent by 2050. According to projections, there will be about 75 million people under age 
15 and about 57 million people over age 80 living in Europe in 2050. The EU-27 median age has also been 
rising, and is currently 41, or about 10 years higher than the world average. The median age of foreigners 
tends, however, to be lower than the median age of nationals in most of the European countries. In 2010 in 
the EU-27, about three per cent of foreign citizens, or those born outside the country of current residence, 
were aged 65+. 

The economic activity of the elderly reflects their willingness to work at older ages. In Europe as a whole, 18 
per cent of males and 10 per cent of females aged 60 years and over were in the labour force in 2010. The 
employment rate of older workers (those aged 55-64) increased by 8.3 percentage points since 2000, reaching 
46.3 per cent in 2010. This increase mirrors the changes in the demographic structure and the movement of 
the baby boom generation towards retirement. However, the employment rate of those aged 65 and over 
remained almost unchanged, and accounted for around five per cent in 2010. The latter number will be mis-
leading unless we take into account the part-time employment rates. In 2010, 55 per cent of those aged 65 
and above were engaged in part-time employment, compared to 20 per cent of those aged 50 to 64. The un-
employment rate stood at around seven per cent for those aged 50 to 64, and at about two per cent for those 
aged 65 to 74 in 2010. The gender gap in unemployment among the elderly has narrowed in recent years, and 
has even reversed for people aged 50 to 64. In 2009, the unemployment rate for women in that age group 
was 6.9 per cent, whereas for men it stood at 7.8 per cent.  

The first cohorts of the baby boom generation�v i.e. those born between the late 1940s and the early 1960s�v
�Z���À�����v�}�Á�����v�š���Œ�������Œ���š�]�Œ���u���v�š�X���d�Z�����Œ���u���]�v�]�v�P���������Ç�����}�}�u�����}�Z�}�Œ�š�•���Á�]�o�o���•�}�}�v���(�}�o�o�}�Á�U�����v�������µ�Œ�}�‰���[�•���o�����}�µ�Œ���(�}�Œ������
will begin to shrink. In response to this trend, European governments are seeking to increase employment 
among older workers, and many of these countries have raised the statutory retirement age. In 2009, the 
statutory retirement age varied significantly between European countries: it was lowest for both men and 
women in Belarus (ages 60 and 55, respectively), and it was highest in Norway and Iceland (age 67 for both 
genders).  

These differences are also reflected in the heterogeneous effective retirement ages across Europe. In 2009 
across the EU-27, the average age when leaving the labour force was 62 for men and 60.8 for women. While 
the effective retirement ages among men tend to be similar across countries, the effective retirement ages 
among women vary considerably, from 60 (Eastern Europe, Austria and the UK) to 65 (Northern and Southern 
Europe, Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands). Slovakia and Romania were the only countries in the EU-27 
with effective retirement ages for women under age 60 (ages 58 and 59, respectively).  

In terms of the economic burden of the ageing processes, 11.3 per cent of GDP in Europe is currently spent on 
public pensions. These costs are projected to increase and reach 12.6 per cent by 2060, which suggests that 
pension benefits are likely to decline, while social charges are likely to increase in the next 50 years.  

In 2008, the old-age pension in the EU-27 accounted for 73.5 per cent of the total expenditure on pensions. A 
further break-down of expenditures between the different types of pensions shows that 13 per cent of the 
�š�}�š���o���‰�µ���o�]�����‰���v�•�]�}�v�����}�•�š�•���Á���Œ�������š�š�Œ�]���µ�š�����o�����š�}���•�µ�Œ�À�]�À�}�Œ�•�[���‰���v�•�]�}�v�•�U���ó�X�õ���‰���Œ�������v�š���š�}�����]�•�����]�o�]�š�Ç���‰���v�•�]�}�v�•�U���ï�X�ò���‰���Œ��
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cent to anticipated old-age pensions, 1.5 per cent to early retirement benefits due to a reduced capacity to 
work, and, finally, 0.6 per cent to early retirement benefits for labour market reasons. European Commission 
expenditure projections from 2012 suggest that when future public pension expenditures are disaggregated, 
it becomes apparent that the most significant increases (about two percentage points) in expenditures will be 
for old-age and early pensions, whereas expenditures for disability and survivors pensions will decrease slight-
ly (about -0.3 per cent). The decrease in expenditures for the latter types of pensions is a reflection of re-
strictions in eligibility criteria, as well as of demographic and health trends. 
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2. Demographic change and policy concerns 
 

 

The rising awareness of ageing has long been reflected at all levels of the European policy agenda. Even at 
times when the international and European influence on national and local policies has been limited, recom-
mendations and initiatives could be observed at the local level. Therefore, the acknowledgement of the chal-
lenges asso���]���š������ �Á�]�š�Z�� ���P���]�v�P�� �]�v�� ���µ�Œ�}�‰�����v�� �•�}���]���š�]���•�� �]�v�� �š�Z���� ���µ�Œ�}�‰�����v�� ���}�u�u�]�•�•�]�}�v�[�•�� ���}�u�u�µ�v�]�����š�]�}�v�•�� �]�•�� �v�}�š��
new. The Communication Papers, �^�d�}�Á���Œ���•���������µ�Œ�}�‰�����(�}�Œ�����o�o�����P���•�X���W�Œ�}�u�}�š�]�v�P���‰�Œ�}�•�‰���Œ�]�š�Ç�����v�����]�v�š���Œ�P���v���Œ���š�]�}�v���o��
solidarity�_���~�í�õ�õ�õ�•�U���^���µ�Œ�}�‰���[�•���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•�����š�}���t�}�Œ�o�������P���]�v�P�X���W�Œomoting economic and social progress in an ageing 
�Á�}�Œ�o���_��(2002), and the Green Paper �^���}�v�(�Œ�}�v�š�]�v�P�� �����u�}�P�Œ���‰�Z�]���� ���Z���v�P���W�� ���� �v���Á�� �•�}�o�]�����Œ�]�š�Ç�� �����š�Á�����v�� �P���v���Œa-
�š�]�}�v�•�_��(2005) examined the economic and social facets of ageing. The documents also suggested the devel-
opment of policies for increasing the employment rate among young people, the elderly and women; changes 
in the statutory retirement ages; the modernisation of the pension systems; a reduction in the gender gap in 
retirement; and the development of policies to address the problem of age discrimination.  

In 2006, a slight shift in the rhetoric of the European Commission occurred, and the current demographic 
change was acknowledged not only as a universal challenge, but also as an opportunity with significant re-
gional differences across Europe. The 2006 communication paper �^�d�Z���������u�}�P�Œ���‰�Z�]�����(�µ�š�µ�Œ�����}�(�����µ�Œ�}�‰�����t from 
���Z���o�o���v�P�����š�}���}�‰�‰�}�Œ�š�µ�v�]�š�Ç�_��presented ageing as the result of significant economic, social and medical progress, 
which gives Europeans the opportunity to enjoy longer, healthier and happier lives. However, it also acknowl-
edged that the pace and nature of demographic change differs from country to country and from region to 
region, an issue that calls for long-term regional development strategies. Moreover, the Commission elabo-
rated on its role in supporting the member states in developing such a strategy, and concluded that Europe 
can successfully mitigate the challenges arising from the ageing process if people are supported in having 
their desired number of children, and are given the opportunity to take advantage of the positive aspects 
associated with having a longer and healthier life. This paper and the 2005 communication paper �^�W�}�o�]���Ç���W�o���v��
�}�v�� �>���P���o�� �D�]�P�Œ���š�]�}�v�_ also discussed in detail the challenges associated with receiving and integrating immi-
grants in Europe within a broader debate on immigration as a potential, though only a partial, solution to the 
shrinking and ageing of the labour force.  

In 2007, the European Commission released a communication paper, �^���P���]�v�P���Á���o�o���]�v���š�Z�����/�v�(�}�Œ�u���š�]�}�v���^�}���]���š�Ç�_�V 
and a white paper, �^�d�}�P���š�Z���Œ�� �(�}�Œ�� �,�����o�š�Z�W�� ���� �•�š�Œ���š���P�]���� ���‰�‰�Œ�}�����Z�� �(�}�Œ�� �š�Z���� ���h�� �î�ì�ì�ô-�î�ì�í�ï�_�X��The communication 
�‰���‰���Œ�� ���v���� �š�Z���� �Œ���o���š������ �^Action Plan on Ageing Well in the Information Society�_�� �‰�Œ���•���v�š������ ���P���]�v�P�� �]�v�� ����
knowledge society, and asserted that technology can contribute to improvements in the quality of life, as well 
as to longer and healthier lives. Given the rapid increase in the number of (very) old Europeans, and in the 
accompanying demand for health care services, ICT is seen as an important asset which could allow for more 
efficient management and delivery of health and social care. At the same time, technology could enable older 
people to remain independent and socially active longer, which may in turn reduce the need for health care, 
or at least postpone the need to later periods of life. The white paper presented a European Commission 
Health Strategy, which proposed four principles underpinning three strategic objectives for the coming years. 
The first principle underlying the strategy deals with shared values in EU health care systems: namely, univer-
sality, access to good quality care, equity and solidarity. The second principle relates to spending on health, 
and suggests that this form of spending should be seen not only as a cost, but also as an investment in the 
health of the population, which is again a key factor in economic growth. The third principle stresses the need 
for co-operation between all of the partners and for reinforcing the role of health in all of the policies, while 
�š�Z�����(�}�µ�Œ�š�Z���‰�Œ�]�v���]�‰�o�����•���š�•���}�µ�š���š�Z�����v���������(�}�Œ���•�š�Œ���v�P�š�Z���v�]�v�P���š�Z�������h�[�•���Œ�}�o�����]�v���P�o�}�����o���Z�����o�š�Z�X���d�Z�����š�Z�Œ�������•�š�Œ���š���P�]�����}b-
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jectives discussed in the white paper are to foster good health in an ageing Europe with a focus on all age 

groups in society, to protect citizens from health threats, and to support dynamic health systems and new 

technologies.  

In the years since 2007, the European Commission has released two “Ageing Reports”, and a green (2010) and 

a white paper (2012) on adequate, safe and sustainable pensions. The main goal of the “Ageing Reports” was 

to prepare and update long-term budgetary projections in order to guide policy-makers in crafting reforms of 

pension and health care systems. The white and the green Papers dealt specifically with the pension reforms 

required in order to adapt to the changing economic and demographic circumstances in a sustainable man-

ner. The main issue identified in these papers is the need to increase the labour market participation of 

groups with low employment rates, especially women and older workers. To that end, the papers recom-

mended that the statutory retirement be further increased and equalised between men and women. Post-

poning retirement to a higher age may increase income among pensioners (especially among women through 

higher replacement rates), reduce the burden on the public budget and ultimately enhance economic growth. 

It is, however, recognised that remaining in employment longer will only be possible if people are given the 

opportunity to adapt to workplaces and organisations, participate in life-long learning, and are supported in 

their efforts to reconcile work and family life through cost-effective policies. Furthermore, the Commission 

recommended linking the retirement age with increases in life expectancy, restricting access to early retire-

ment schemes and other early exit pathways, supporting active and healthy ageing, and supporting the devel-

opment of complementary retirement savings to enhance retirement incomes.  

All of the above-mentioned ageing-related reforms and polices are also included in the two main European 

development strategies: namely, the Lisbon Strategy for Growth and Jobs from 2000 and the Europe 2020 

Strategy for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth from 2010. We will focus here on the latter, as it is more 

recent and is a successor of the former. The purpose of the Europe 2020 Strategy is to deliver high levels of 

employment, productivity and social cohesion. The strategy is built on two pillars. The first pillar is a thematic 

approach divided into three goals and five headline targets, which are supported by seven flagship initiatives. 

The second pillar is country reporting, the main aim of which is to help the member states to define national 

targets and implement the necessary strategies to achieve these targets. To this end, each member state had 

to prepare a “Convergence and National Reform Programme”, which is annually assessed by the European 

Commission.  

In sum, the main policy concerns with regard to ageing in Europe in the past two decades have been the fu-

ture decline in the working-age population, an increase in the financial burdens on public budgets, the gender 

gap in employment and retirement, the increasing need for health care for the elderly, age discrimination, 

poverty and social exclusion among older people, and intergenerational solidarity. With regard to the future 

contraction of the working-age population, the European Commission has introduced, and supported the 

member states in introducing, policies that allow for further education, training and life-long learning, and an 

increase in the statutory retirement age in order to increase employment rates and promote healthy ageing. 

In many of the member states, the traditional public pension system has been gradually transformed to in-

clude occupational pension schemes and private mandatory and/or voluntary schemes. In order to reduce the 

gender gap in employment and retirement, as well as poverty among older people, increased employment 

among women, as well as an equalisation the retirement age between men and women, are being promoted. 

ICT-related strategies have also been implemented in the second half of the 2000s in order to optimise health 

care and ensure not only longer, but healthier lives.  
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In order to support the above-described strategies and ensure their successful implementation, the European 

Commission has adopted a number of directives which require the member states to enact laws that support 

the goals related to healthy and active ageing. For example, the 2000 council directive on discrimination re-

quires member states to adopt national legislation that prohibits direct and indirect discrimination and har-

assment on the basis of age and disability. The 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2010, directives on gender equality 

sought to ensure the equal treatment of men and women with regard to employment and education, working 

conditions, wages, social security, and access to the supply of goods and services. Several other directives 

require the implementation of legislation that establishes general requirements on the prevention and pro-

tection of occupational risks in the workplace.  

A number of funding distribution channels and initiatives were also established to secure the success of the 

European Strate�P�Ç���(�}�Œ�������À���o�}�‰�u���v�š�U���^���µ�Œ�}�‰�����î�ì�î�ì�_�X���d�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z���š�Z�������µ�Œ�}�‰�����v���Z���P�]�}�v���o�������À���o�}�‰�u���v�š���&�µ�v���U���š�Z����
European Social Fund and the Seventh Framework Programme, funding is allocated for initiatives promoting 

economic and social development in the European regions, equal access to public services, the transformation 

of the social and health care systems and the development of related services, active ageing in employment, 

as well as research and technological developments.  
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3. Data sources 

General issues 

The major providers of cross-national data sources for the study of ageing in Europe are the official interna-
tional bodies, such as Eurostat, the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Condi-
tions (Eurofound) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). However, cross-
national data can also be obtained from research infrastructures, such as the Generations and Gender Pro-
gram (GGP), the European Social Survey (ESS) and the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE).  

The European Statistical System functions as a network in which Eurostat leads the harmonisation of statistics 
in co-operation with the national statistical institutes (NSIs) and other statistical authorities. Following the 
principles of the European Statistics Code of Practice, this partnership allows for the development, production 
and dissemination of statistics. The partnership also plays a major role in ensuring the lack of political bias in 
data production. The data provided by Eurostat is processed on the basis of information provided by the na-
tional statistical institutes, which results in European harmonised datasets. This applies to regular collections 
at the national level following EU regulations, such as the Labour Force Survey; or surveys co-ordinated and 
developed by Eurostat, such as the Adult Education Survey. With regard to the policy fields covered by this 
project, there are numerous on-going and planned efforts on the statistical agenda. For example, the Europe-
an Statistical System is currently developing new indicators of quality of life, and is improving the collection of 
social protection, health and education accounts. These include the collection and release of ad hoc modules 
on regular surveys (the European Labour Force Survey, or the EU-LFS; and the European Income and Living 
Conditions Statistics, or the EU-SILC), as well as the dissemination of recently collected data (the Adult Educa-
tion Survey, 2011, or the AES; and the European Health Interview Survey, or the EHIS). 

The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) is a European 
body that was formed in order to contribute to the planning and design of better living and working condi-
tions in Europe. The Eurofound has developed tools for monitoring social policies regarding the quality of 
work and life. In the framework of the project, three monitoring tools have been included: the European 
Company Survey, the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) and the European Quality of Life Survey 
(EQLS). 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) aims to promote policies that ensure 
the improvement of the economic and social wellbeing of people around the world. The OECD enables gov-
ernments to share experiences and seek solutions to common economic, social and environmental problems. 
The Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) is included within the 
framework of this project,.  

We can highlight three main research infrastructures that compile cross-national data. The Generations and 
Gender Survey (GGS) is a freely accessible data source of nationally comparative surveys and contextual data-
bases. It was designed as a panel survey, and it currently offers harmonised information on 19 countries. Even 
though the survey focuses on intergenerational relations from the perspective of the middle generation (i.e. 
adult children), its design provides a valuable set of variables and indicators for the study of the population 
aged 50+. The GGS collects information relevant for most of the JPI topics, and it collects valuable information 
on health, wellbeing, household characteristics, family and social networks, and intergenerational solidarity.  
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The main goals of the European Social Survey (ESS) are to chart and explain the interaction between Europe’s 

changing institutions and the attitudes and beliefs about the social, cultural, and political issues affecting its 

diverse populations. The survey questionnaires consist of a core module, which is repeated in each round and 

in each participating country, as well as of two rotating modules that are repeated at intervals. The ESS is sup-

ported by the Macro Data Guide, which provides contextual data on the availability and comparability of con-

textual statistics of particular interest to users of the European Social Survey data.  

Finally, the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), which collected its first wave of data 

in 2004, is the first study to examine the different ways in which people aged 50 and older live in Europe. The 

SHARE is the first cross-national longitudinal survey that extensively and comparatively explores topics related 

to working conditions, health, wellbeing, social engagement, as well as family and social networks. In addition, 

it brings together harmonised data on financial and time transfers, given and perceived. Thus, the survey al-

lows researchers to study the ageing process from different perspectives, as well as the effects of changes in 

policies and welfare systems from life-course and comparative perspectives. In the context of the project, the 

SHARE represents a unique source for the analysis of ageing in Europe, as it allows for cross-sectional and 

longitudinal analyses of the ageing process, and its societal implications for all of the Joint Programming Initia-

tive (JPI) “More Years, Better Lives – The Potential and Challenges of Demographic Change” topics. 

In sum, the current available data sources allow users to retrieve information in all policy fields covered by 

this project. However, the data are often scattered across separate sources, which may lead to comparability 

and compatibility problems in some cases. This creates additional burdens not only for researchers, but also 

for policy-makers, as the use of combined sources could become necessary. Moreover, the diverse methodol-

ogies and types of data retrieved mean that the number of cross-national longitudinal surveys that follow a 

single sample are scarce. As ageing is a long-term process affecting not only the older cohorts, this limits the 

ability to disentangle of the effects of age from the effects related to cohort histories.  

This is particularly the case in the cross-cutting topics that require the combined use of sources, given the 

small number of variables available in one same source and the small sample sizes. Additional efforts are 

needed to better create links between the different societal and institutional implications of ageing and de-

mographic change. Therefore, particular efforts are being made to build platforms that promote the dissemi-

nation of data and research results. Recently, compilations of resources for the study of ageing have also been 

developed. These include the Health Data Navigator (HDN) and the Active Ageing Index (AAI), which were 

launched in 2013. The HDN lists the national and international databases relevant for performance assess-

ment with a particular focus on patient-level and disease-oriented data. The AAI is designed to measure the 

extent to which older people can realise their full potential in terms of employment, participation in social 

and cultural life, and independent living. These initiatives are particularly useful, as they provide an overview 

of the existing health and active ageing related sources in a single interface. 

 

The following material summarises the major European and international data sources for the 10 policy fields 

identified by the Joint Programming Initiative “More Years, Better Lives – The Potential and Challenges of 

Demographic Change”. More detailed information on these sources are available online in the JPI Data Map at 

http://www.jpi-dataproject.eu/.  

 

  

http://www.jpi-dataproject.eu/
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Health and Performance 

The currently available data sources allow for the combined study of health and performance from different 
perspectives. It is possible to retrieve information on the physical and objective measures of health (the Sur-
vey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), the European Union Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC), the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS)), mental health (SHARE, Generations and 
Gender Survey(GGS)), as well as self-reported health (SHARE, GGS, EQLS). With regard to the populations cov-
ered, the ability to access information on the institutionalised population is still limited, which means that an 
important group of people, most of whom are very old, are left out. Thus, the only sources that allow for the 
potential inclusion of the oldest old are the SHARE and the EU-SILC, as their design has not defined an age 
limit. There is a significant gap with regard to the coverage of individuals with disabilities and the incidence of 
disability at old ages. This information is relevant not only for addressing care needs, but also for promoting 
adaptations to working environments that allow for and support longer working lives. 

Regarding health care needs and expectations, the GGS, the SHARE and the EU-SILC provide valuable infor-
mation on unmet needs, and the reasons why these need have not been met. The longitudinal and cross-
national design of the SHARE allows for the comparative analysis of the performance of different systems, as 
well as of the changing needs of the population. Moreover, as both GGS and SHARE retrieve information on 
social and familiar networks as care givers and providers, this allows for the study of the degree to which for-
mal and informal care complement each other. Valuable qualitative information can be also retrieved through 
the European Social Survey (ESS) and the EQLS. The second round of the ESS paid special attention to opinions 
on health and care seeking, whereas the EQLS provides information on the access to and the perceived quality 
of health care, as well as the reasons for not having received medical attention.  

During the second half of 2013, the results of the European Health Interview Survey will be made available by 
Eurostat. Even though this information will be a valuable guide to the comparative study of the health status 
of the elderly, access to the microdata is not yet available. 

 

Social systems and welfare 

The analysed sources provide valuable information on the different aspects of social protection, such as the 
payment of pension, unemployment, survivor, sick and disability benefits (EU-SILC, SHARE); contributions to 
pension plans (SHARE, EU-SILC); and the interactions between formal and informal forms of social protection 
(EQLS, SHARE, GGS). Given the extensive information they provide, these sources allow for the analysis of 
cross-policy boundaries. 

The EU-SILC and the SHARE allow for the analysis of income distribution, living conditions and social exclusion 
of the Europeans. For the study of ageing, one of the advantages of the EU-SILC is that the survey provides 
personal income data without setting an upper age limit. Therefore, it is possible to analyse the living and 
�Á�}�Œ�l�]�v�P�����}�v���]�š�]�}�v�•���}�(���š�Z�������o�����Œ�o�Ç���]�v�����o�o�����P�����P�Œ�}�µ�‰�•�U���š�Z�����š�Œ���v�•�(���Œ�•���Œ�������]�À�������(�Œ�}�u���‰�µ���o�]���������v���(�]�š�•�U�����v�����š�Z�����^�Á�}�Œk-
�]�v�P���‰�}�}�Œ�_�X���t�]�š�Z���Œ���P���Œ�����š�}���š�Z�����š�Œ��nsitions from work to retirement, the SHARE and the 2006 ad hoc module of 
the EU-LFS allow for the analysis of the expected retirement ages of the population aged 50 and over.  

In order to promote more productive and sustainable labour force participation among people over age 50, it 
is important to analyse their current working conditions (SHARE), not only in terms of contractual arrange-
ments, but also in terms of the adaptation of the working environment. The Eurobarometers are a particularly 
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good source of information on job prospects and perceived security in the workplace, whereas the European 
Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) allows for the analysis of observed and perceived working conditions. At 
this time, we have not found a cross-national data source that provides information on the adaptation of the 
working environment. 

 

Work and productivity 

The main source for studying the characteristics of the labour force, the distribution by sectors, and working 
conditions is the European Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). The survey provides cross-national homogenised 
information on the employed, the unemployed and the economically inactive populations based on infor-
mation collected by the national statistical institutes.  

The coverage of older workers (particularly over age 65) in the analysed sources is limited. This is partly relat-
ed to the fragmented information provided by the sources, with no option of linking across sources. It is also 
partly attributable to the design of the surveys, as most of the sources, with the exception of the EU-SILC and 
the SHARE, set an upper age limit.  

From the analysed sources, the combination of cross-sectional and longitudinal information provided by the 
SHARE allows for the study of the impact of individual and institutional characteristics on working life. The 
survey also provides valuable information on the interaction of health status, cognitive abilities and future 
expectations related to the retirement of older workers. Furthermore, the EU-SILC provides valuable infor-
mation on the working conditions, employment status and employment characteristics of the population.  

The European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS), the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) and the Europe-
an Company Survey (ECS) provide qualitative information useful for the design and evaluation of work-related 
�‰�}�o�]���]���•�X���d�Z�����•�µ�Œ�À���Ç�•���‰�Œ�}�À�]�������À���o�µ�����o���������š�����(�Œ�}�u�����}�š�Z���š�Z�������u�‰�o�}�Ç���Œ�•�[�����v�������u�‰�o�}�Ç�����•�[���‰�}�]�v�š�•���}�(���À�]���Á�U���]�v���o�µ���]�v�P��
in regard to working conditions and the characteristics of the employment. However, the datasets have draw-
backs related to their sample size. 

Finally, the Harmonised European Time Use Survey 2000 (HETUS 2000) serves as a source allowing for the 
study of the time spent in paid and unpaid work, as well as of the time spent travelling to work. The PIAAC 
and 2011 AES (will) provide information that could be useful when studying the skills used in the workplace 
and skills mismatches.  

 

Education and learning 

In recent years, the relevance of studying adult education and lifelong learning has increasingly been recog-
nised, particularly wit regard to promoting extended working lives. Nevertheless, the collection of data that 
allow for the investigation of the types of programmes elderly people are enrolled in, the relationship be-
tween learning and cognitive decline, the effects of institutional structures or the motivation for learning, are 
still limited. In terms of educational background, most of the information is provided as part of the socio-
demographic profile of the interviewed, and thus occupies a secondary place. An additional limitation of the 
sources for the analysis of lifelong learning at older ages is related to the population covered: the population 
over age 65 is often excluded from survey samples. 

At the time of the analysis, the data from two major surveys on adult education were in preparation: the most 
recent wave of the Adult Education Survey (2011 AES) and the Program of International Assessment of Adult 
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Competencies (PIAAC). After the pilot sample of 2007, Eurostat released the first 2011 AES results in February 

2013, but access to microdata is still not provided. As for the PIAAC, data and more methodological infor-

mation are expected to be published during the last quarter of 2013 by the OECD. Therefore, even when the 

2011 AES and the PIAAC become the most recent, specific sources, our results will be focused on the rest of 

the databases covering this topic. 

The EU-LFS allows for the analysis of the annual evolution of a limited number of educational and lifelong 

learning indicators, as these are captured on the regular questionnaire. In spite of the limitations linked to the 

limited number of variables, the advantage of the EU-LFS is the wider coverage of the population. Additional 

qualitative and quantitative education-related indicators can be retrieved from the EWCS. The survey pro-

vides information on the training paid by employers and lifelong learning by sector, age group, and occupa-

tion. 

The cross-sectional and retrospective analysis of educational and learning trajectories is possible through 

SHARE. The survey collects information on educational background, cognitive decline, as well as retrospective 

childhood characteristics.  

 

Housing, urban development  and mobility 

This main topic has the second lowest coverage within the European datasets. Although it is covered much 

better than the cross-cutting topic “Uses of Technology”, and could be studied by employing four databases, 

there is no single cross-national database specifically designed for its study. In this context, population cen-

suses represent some of the most complete and reliable sources for the study of the dwellings, as well as of 

the geographical location and relocation of European elderly. Nevertheless, the Integrated European Census 

Microdata (IECM) database, which offers harmonised microdata census samples, does not cover the most 

recent editions of these samples.  

The topics covered are: the quality of the surrounding environments and living conditions (EQLS, GGS), living 

arrangements (EU-SILC, GGS, SHARE), household characteristics (EU-SILC, GGS, SHARE); the characteristics of 

the dwellings (EQLS, EU-SILC, SHARE), ownership and the means for purchasing property, and moving inten-

tions and the reasons for wanting to move (SHARE). Moreover, the retrospective design of the third SHARE 

wave (SHARELIFE) offers information on moving in the accommodation history of each individual. Unlike other 

data sources, the use of GGS data allows for the reconstruction of the household grid, thus adding a geo-

graphical dimension to the analysis of social and familiar networks.  

A neglected sub-topic within this main topic is mobility and commuting. Data that could be used for the study 

of mobility among older people—including what types of transportation they use and the adaptation of 

transport systems to the ageing population—are scarce.  

 

Public attitudes towards old age 

Public attitudes towards old age refer not only to age discrimination (to and from the elderly), but also to 

future expectations with advancing age, including how individuals perceive retirement, their expected retire-

ment age and their plans for retirement. Even when the sources covering this topic allow for the investigation 

of different facets of the ageing process and of related expectations, it is not possible to analyse their dynam-

ics in a longitudinal manner.  
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Except for the SHARE and the GGS, the sources collecting information within this cross-cutting topic offer a 
cross-sectional perspective. But while the populations surveyed differ, it is possible to gain some insights into 
attitude changes in a broader sense. The Special Eurobarometers 378 (2011) and 393 (2012), as well as the 
Flash Eurobarometer 269 (2009), provide valuable information on how society views the elderly, and on how 
they perceive themselves.  

As the European Social Survey (ESS) devoted its fourth rotating module to experiences and expressions of 
ageism, it is possible to study age stereotypes, age discrimination, intergenerational contacts and attitudes. In 
terms of expectations, the SHARE provides variables on attitudes towards retirement, financial expectations, 
and the planned retirement age. Therefore, the data source allows for the analysis of age-related perceptions 
and the comparison of effective and expected retirement ages. Finally, the last edition of the European Work-
ing Conditions Survey (ECWS) also provides insights into the possibility of remaining active at the age of 60.  

 

Social, civic and cultural engagement 

A large body of research has shown that social participation has a positive effect on the wellbeing, health and 
quality of life of older people. At the cross-national level, the role of social engagement, social and familiar 
networks, and support can be analysed using EQLS, GGS and SHARE data.  

Furthermore, the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) provides useful qualitative information on social and 
political participation, and on levels of trust in people and in social institutions. The dataset allows for the 
analysis of involvement in voluntary work and of self-perceived social inclusion, as well as of the interactions 
with and perceptions of other age groups. 

On the other hand, the GGS and the SHARE data allow for the cross-national study of the extent and support 
of the social and familiar networks. In addition, the GGS provides valuable information on social isolation and 
loneliness through the De Jong Gerverld Loneliness Scale. This instrument helps to identify the �]�v���]�À�]���µ���o�[�•��
perceived level of �‰���Œ�š�]���]�‰���š�]�}�v���]�v���š�Z�����•�}���]���š�Ç�����v�����š�Z�����v���š�Á�}�Œ�l�[�•���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•�����š�}�Á���š�Z�����]�v���]�À�]dual.  

The SHARE also makes it possible to study the frequency of interactions and the individual�[�•���o���À���o���}�( satisfac-
tion with social contacts, as well as participation in voluntary work among elderly people. Wave 4 implement-
ed a new module on social networks, thus allowing for the study of the social participation levels and the en-
vironment of older people. 

Finally, the HETUS is a particularly helpful dataset when studying the time spent on paid and unpaid work, on 
traveling to work, on care and voluntary activities, and on educational activities pursued during leisure time. 

 

Uses of technology 

Although a great deal of attention has been devoted to the contribution that technology could make towards 
improving the quality of life of older people and promoting healthy ageing, very little data are collected on the 
topic. It is therefore difficult to assess what the state-of-the-art is in this area, and thus to set an evidence-
based policy agenda for achieving the goal of ageing well in an information society. T�Z�����^���}�u�u�µ�v�]�š�Ç���^�µ�Œ�À���Ç��
�}�v���/���d���µ�•���P�����]�v���Z�}�µ�•���Z�}�o���•�����v�������Ç���]�v���]�À�]���µ���o�•�_���]�•���}�v�����}�(���š�Z���������š���•���š�•���š�Z���š�����µ�Œ�Œ���v�š�o�Ç�����}�À���Œ�•���µ�•���•���}�(���š�����Z�v�}�o�}�P�Ç�X��
The topics covered by this survey are mostly focused on internet access and usage, and on internet skills.  
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The topic of using technology to support the process of ageing and the adaptation of housing and buildings is, 

however, hardly covered. At this time, the SHARE provides insights on housing adaptations and special fea-

tures that assist individuals with physical impairments or health problems. The fifth wave of the survey will 

include more specific questions on the uses of technology, but currently very little is known about the topic.  

 

Wellbeing 

The heterogeneous definitions of wellbeing make this topic a difficult one to study. While there are a number 

of sources providing valuable information on wellbeing, these sources tend to use different measures. Given 

the diversity on the information provided, we have considered the datasets that provide information on sub-

jective and objective wellbeing measures, as well as aspects such as material deprivation. All the databases 

considered (EQLS, ESS, Eurobarometers, EU-SILC, GGS, SHARE) contribute to the estimation of subjective 

measures of wellbeing for more than one age group, through variables such as life satisfaction, self-reported 

health, perceived social exclusion, happiness and aspirations.  

The datasets that allow for the comparative analysis of subjective and objective (e.g. material deprivation, 

financial situation) wellbeing measures are the EU-SILC, the GGS and the SHARE. The EU-SILC provides valua-

ble information at the individual and the household levels, such as the financial characteristics of those sur-

veyed. One of the main advantages of the EU-SILC in the study of ageing is that there are no age limitations on 

the sample used. As the 2013 special module of the EU-SILC is focused on the study of wellbeing, it has been 

collecting information on people’s views regarding their life satisfaction, the meaning of life, their happiness 

and their financial situation. In addition to providing information on socio-economic characteristics, the 

SHARE and the GGS provide variables useful for the analysis of subjective wellbeing, such as data on depres-

sive symptoms and self-reported health.  

 

Intergenerational relationships 

The analysis of mutual support relationships between generations is possible through longitudinal (GGS, 

SHARE) and cross-sectional data sources (ESS, Eurobarometers, EQLS, HETUS).  

Both the SHARE and the GGS provide valuable information for the study of living arrangements, interaction 

with family members, the role of social and familiar networks, and the exchange of support between genera-

tions. It is therefore possible to analyse the care given and provided, and the relevance of interpersonal rela-

tions in informal care. The GGS data also allow for the reconstruction of the complete household grid and the 

analysis of family norms in intergenerational relationships. In this context, it is important to consider that the 

focus of the GGS is on the middle generation (adult children) in the study of relationships and of how they 

change over time. In terms of the analysis of dynamics, the SHARE Wave 4 data can also be used to disentan-

gle the influences of the recent economic crisis on ageing and intergenerational solidarity.  

Social networks and social support in terms of care given and provided can also be studied by employing data 

from EQLS. Round four of the ESS is particularly useful when investigating attitudes towards intergenerational 

relations. The HETUS allows for the investigation of financial support and payments for childcare and care for 

elderly. Finally, the Eurobarometers 321 and 269—with the latter being specifically focused on intergenera-

tional relations—can be used for the study of long-term care for the elderly and childcare. A particular ad-

vantage of the Flash Eurobarometer 269 is that it contains data on the role of the government in promoting 

intergenerational relations.  
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4. The data and the policy agenda: gaps and challenges 

 

In order to understand the complex dynamics of ageing societies, it is necessary for researchers and policy-
makers to have access to high quality data that allow them to disentangle the effects of the ageing process. In 
that sense, longitudinal data have become increasingly important in investigating the life-course effects and 
long-term processes of ageing. Nevertheless, the number of European microdata sources that allow for the 
longitudinal analysis of ageing is still limited. Therefore, this project has also considered cross-sectional occa-
sional and regular data sources that could contribute to our understanding of the multidimensional effects of 
ageing in European societies. Through their study, we have identified methodological challenges, as well as 
data gaps in European and international sources.  

One of the major challenges in cross-national data collections is the harmonisation process. The decision on 
input or output harmonisation, as well as on the ex-ante or ex-post strategies that should be carried out, is 
key for timeliness and data quality. Except for the SHARE, most of the analysed data sources apply output 
harmonisation procedures, which results in a significant increase in the time elapsed between data collection 
and release. Moreover, the use of heterogeneous collection methods and survey instruments across countries 
affects not only the final comparability of the data, but also the information available in homogenised cross-
national samples. Therefore, improving the methodological aspects of the surveys could contribute to mini-
mising the number of variables lost, which would also improve the power and applicability of the data.  

Regarding the temporal dimension of the data, there is another shortcoming related to the development of 
longitudinal data collections in more than one country. Most likely due to the increased costs of a broader 
geographical scope and the steps needed for developing a common instrument applicable in more than one 
cultural context, the number of sources that follow a single sample over a long period of time is still small. Of 
the identified datasets, this approach is taken only by the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE) and the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS). One of the main advantages of these sources is that 
their longitudinal or retrospective approach allows for the analysis of causal links and associations. The rest of 
the sources that allow for longitudinal analysis are based on a rotatory sample, and thus follow individuals for 
shorter periods of time. For example, in the European Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), 
individuals are followed for an average period of four years; and in the European Labour Force Survey (EU-
LFS), individuals are followed for an average period of five quarters.  

With regard to the population covered, we have found that the most vulnerable groups�v i.e. the oldest old, 
people with disabilities who live in institutions, migrants, and people of lower socioeconomic status�v have 
been neglected in data collections. This is particularly problematic in terms of the development of social poli-
cies aimed at addressing the needs and demands of these groups. Therefore, the policy-relevant analysis of 
these groups is constrained by the need to use population censuses as a source. The Integrated European 
Census Microdata (IECM) database provides harmonised census samples for 16 European countries, but un-
fortunately no data are currently available from the last round of censuses. 

There is a major need for cross-national data sources covering disability, institutionalised populations and the 
oldest-old (individuals aged 80 or over). Most likely because of the differences in the concepts and the meth-
ods used to identify persons with disabilities, we have not found a cross-national microdata source on this 
topic. This also true for individuals living in institutions (public or private), as the majority of surveys focus on 
individuals living in private homes and households. This means that those individuals who are most sick 
and/or who have the smallest support network are often excluded from data analysis, and that our under-
standing of their wellbeing is therefore limited. The SHARE already includes institutionalised individuals in its 
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sample, and some of those who were interviewed in the previous waves will likely be institutionalised in the 
years to come. However, it is also important that institutionalised older people be included more frequently in 
the samples of surveys on the range of topics covered in this project, and not just in those surveys that focus 
on health. Given that the number of people aged 80 and over is increasing more quickly than the number of 
all elderly people, the limited number of the very old included in survey samples might lead to a divergence 
between the targeted and the surveyed population. In a context of increasing life expectancy, access to data 
on the living conditions and living arrangements of the elderly is essential for policy design, as it allows re-
searchers to identify the current and potential needs for social care. Furthermore, we should not assume that 
the costs of care will be covered only by the government, as families may provide care in private homes. 

The low levels of coverage of the oldest old mirrors the age of the population covered by the analysed 
sources, as most of the surveys have set an age limit which results in their exclusion. Of those sources that 
allow for longitudinal analysis, only the SHARE and the EU-SILC have not settled an age limit of the surveyed. 
In that regard, the main advantage of the SHARE is that its focus is on the population aged 50 and over, thus 
allowing for the study of the wellbeing and needs of the oldest individuals.  

Despite the diversity of European populations, there is still a gap in the study of the non-national elderly pop-
ulation in the majority of the JPI topics. The exception is the 2006 GGS sample of the Turkish population resid-
ing in Germany. The data currently available do not allow for an extensive study of the differences between 
the native and foreign-���}�Œ�v���Œ���•�‰�}�v�����v�š�•�U���Á�Z�]���Z���Z���u�‰���Œ�•���}�µ�Œ���µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P���}�(���u�]�P�Œ���v�š�•�[���Á���o�o�����]�v�P�����v�����]�v�še-
gration, as well as the process of ageing in a third country. However, this is the case not only for third-country 
nationals, but also for individuals from member states that are often neglected in the analysed surveys. A 
particular shortcoming is the lack of data that could allow for the study of family solidarity across borders, and 
how intergenerational support is exchanged in those cases. Thus, better coverage of populations with migrant 
backgrounds in future data collections is recommended.  

In terms of the policy fields included in this project, most of the main topics are well covered by international 
data sources. However, there is still a lack of cross-national sources that allow for detailed analysis of housing, 
urban development and mobility. This pertains not only to the elderly, but also to the entire resident popula-
tion. The lack of data on the environmental and living conditions of the elderly represents a challenge for the 
development of early interventions to decrease, for example, the risk factors that could lead to severe injuries 
from falls. Particularly for the analysis of housing and living conditions, censuses represent one of the richest 
sources. Unfortunately, due to long periods between data collection, homogenisation and release, census 
data are often outdated, and therefore lose some of their usefulness for policy-making.  

As for the study of cross-cutting topics, the lack of sources covering the uses of technology may be contrasted 
with the large number of sources addressing wellbeing. The currently available sources providing information 
on the use of technology are focused on access to the internet and ICTs, which makes it difficult to assess the 
impact of technology on assisted living and on the quality of life of the elderly. At the same time, objective 
and subjective measures of wellbeing are addressed by both occasional and longitudinal surveys. However, 
the diverse approaches and measures used to study wellbeing limit the comparability and compatibility be-
tween different data sources.  

Finally, a shortcoming that was identified in this project pertains to the cross-cutting topic of public attitudes 
towards old age. Data sources that allow for the study of age discrimination (towards and by the elderly) and 
future expectations with advancing age provide cross-sectional information in most cases. It is therefore rec-
ommended that more efforts are made with regard to collecting longitudinal data about discrimination and 
age-�Œ���o���š������ ���Æ�‰�����š���š�]�}�v�•�X�� �/�š�� �]�•�� �]�u�‰�}�Œ�š���v�š�� �š�}�� �]�u�‰�Œ�}�À���� �}�µ�Œ�� �l�v�}�Á�o�����P���� �����}�µ�š�� �Z�}�Á�� �š�}�� �Œ���•�‰�}�v���� �š�}�� �‰���}�‰�o���[�•�� ��s-
sumptions and expectations about age and ageing. Understanding these issues is essential, as they affect 



    

 

18  

 

people of all ages and have important implications for individual wellbeing, age equality and discrimination, as 
well as social cohesion. 

More efforts are needed to better link the different societal and institutional implications of ageing and de-
mographic change. Even as the demand for high-quality data increases, the availability of resources becomes 
more scarce. As cuts and competing resources affect the research and statistical infrastructure, European 
statistical requirements may be threatened. Moreover, the human and financial investments needed for the 
development of sources are also affected by the increasing reluctance of citizens to respond to surveys. The 
data collection process could be seen as a burden given the time that must invested in answering survey 
questions. In addition, individuals may be more reluctant to provide private information, which could result in 
a higher nonresponse rate and a systematic bias.  
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